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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE NEW POST-9/11 GI
BILL—LOOKING BACK AND MOVING FORWARD

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 21, 2010

U.S. SENATE,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:30 a.m., in room
418, Russell Senate Office Building, Hon. Daniel K. Akaka, Chair-
man of the Committee, presiding.

Present: Senators Akaka, Tester, Begich, Burris, Burr, Isakson,
and Brown from Massachusetts.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. DANIEL K. AKAKA, CHAIRMAN,
U.S. SENATOR FROM HAWAII

Chairman AKAKA. This hearing will come to order. Aloha and
good morning to all of you. Today we will review the implementa-
tion of the New Post-9/11 GI Bill. I welcome each of you to this
very, very important hearing.

As one of only three current senators who received benefits
under the original GI Bill after World War II, I know firsthand the
value of this program. My life was changed by the opportunity to
get an education with the benefits that I earned, and I am very
grateful for that opportunity and that chance. That is why I was
so pleased to join Senator Webb in cosponsoring the bill that cre-
ated this important new education benefit, which became effective
on August 1, 2009.

Since the program began, the Committee has been actively moni-
toring the implementation of the new benefits. I thank both VA
and DOD for the cooperation they have shown to Committee staff
during this oversight work. There are significant and complex
issues relating to the new benefit package. There are also substan-
tial i‘sisues relating to the delivery of benefits to those who have
served.

This morning, we will be exploring what problems have been en-
countered to date and how they were addressed. We will also focus
on what needs to be done to ensure that benefits are delivered in
a timely and accurate way. In addition to representatives from VA
and DOD, a number of stakeholders will also be joining us to share
their experiences and the issues they have encountered.

There is much to do to make this program as good as it can be.
It is time to begin that work. In that vein, I plan before Memorial
Day to introduce legislation that will serve as a starting point for
the discussion about how the program should be changed. In my
view, it is imperative that we all work together to address the
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iissuels involved, which today’s witnesses will discuss in further
etail.

It is also important that we not take a piecemeal approach to
whatever issues and fixes we identify, but rather move forward in
a comprehensive, considerate, and deliberate way. So I look for-
ward to beginning that process, and thank you again for appearing
here today and for your work on this important matter.

Before we move on, I would like to ask Babette Polzer, the pro-
fessional staff member on this Committee who organized today’s
hearing, to please rise.

Yesterday, Babette achieved a Senate milestone by reaching 20
years of service to the U.S. Senate. I note that she accomplished
this feat in a somewhat unusual way by being away from the Sen-
ate for 20 years in the midst of her career. But she has returned,
and we are delighted she did so.

Babette, on behalf of the Senate, I am presenting you with your
20-year plaque and pin. Thank you so much for your service to the
U.S. Senate and to our veterans. Mahalo. [Applause.]

Thank you very much. Her work with the GI Bill has been in-
strumental in our success with it.

Let me now call on Senator Tester for any opening remarks he
may have.

STATEMENT OF HON. JON TESTER,
U.S. SENATOR FROM MONTANA

Senator TESTER. Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman, but after your
opening remarks and after that presentation, I absolutely cannot
top that by any means. I want to thank you for the hearing, and
I look forward to the presentation by the panelists and to some
questions afterwards. So thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Tester.

We would like to welcome our first panel this morning, rep-
resentatives from VA and DOD. Our first witness from VA is Keith
Wilson, the Director of VA’s Education Service. Also, Stephen War-
ren, the Principal Deputy Secretary for Information Technology. Fi-
nally, Dan Osendorf, the Director of VA’s Debt Management Cen-
ter, will present testimony on recovering advance payments and
overpayments generally. From the Department of Defense, we are
joined by Robert Clark, Assistant Director of Accession Policy.

So I want to welcome all of you and now ask Mr. Wilson to pro-
ceed with your statement.

STATEMENT OF KEITH WILSON, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION SERV-
ICE, VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION, U.S. DEPART-
MENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

Mr. WILSON. Good morning, Chairman Akaka, Ranking Member
Burr, and Members of the Committee. I appreciate the opportunity
to appear before you today to discuss VA’s implementation of the
Post-9/11 GI Bill. My testimony will address the challenges we
face, the steps taken to improve the delivery of Post-9/11 GI Bill
claims, and the current status of education claims processing.

Joining me today are Stephen Warren, Principal Deputy Assist-
ant Secretary for Information and Technology, and Dan Osendorf,
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Birector of Department of Veterans Affairs Debt Management
enter.

As this Committee knows well, the Post-9/11 GI Bill passed by
Congress in 2008 is the most extensive educational assistance pro-
gram authorized since the original GI Bill was signed into law in
1944. Secretary Shinseki and the entire VA Department are com-
mitted to ensuring all servicemembers, veterans and their family
members eligible for this important benefit receive it in a timely
manner so they can focus on their education.

Enactment of the Post-9/11 GI Bill on June 30, 2008, gave VA
approximately 13 months to develop a new, highly complex eligi-
bility and payment systems for thousands of claimants who would
be eligible to receive the benefits on August 1, 2009. To meet this
challenge, VA began development of an interim claims processing
solution while simultaneously developing a long-term rules-based
solution in cooperation with the Space and Naval Warfare System
Center Atlantic, SPAWAR.

Currently, Post-9/11 GI Bill claims require extensive manual
processing using four separate IT systems that do not interface
with each other. Since May 1, 2009, VA has received and processed
over 578,000 enrollment certifications and 237,000 changes to en-
rollments. For Fiscal Year 2009, the average time to process all
education benefits, including Post-9/11 GI Bill claims, was 26 days
for original claims and 13 days for supplemental claims. Claims
processing took more time on average during the fall semester due
to the increased workload from the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

For this fiscal year, our average processing time is 53 days for
original claims and 21 days for supplemental claims. However, our
average processing time windows for the current month is 20 days
for original claims and 13 days for supplemental claims. We have
issued over $2.7 million in payments to approximately 246,000 in-
dividuals and their educational institutions.

To ensure veterans who enrolled in the spring term received
their benefits on time, VA took many steps, including issuance of
advanced payments. We set a goal to process any enrollment cer-
tification we received before January 19 for payment on Feb-
ruary 1. We are pleased to report to the Committee that we were
able to achieve that goal.

VA partnered with SPAWAR to develop an end-to-end claims
processing solution that utilizes rules-based industry-standard
technologies for the delivery of education benefits. This is our long-
term strategy for implementing the Post-9/11 GI Bill. VA’s auto-
mated systems are scheduled to be released in four releases with
incremental capability being rolled out to our claims examiners.

Release 1 of this effort was deployed on March 31, 2010, with re-
duced functionality. Release 2, scheduled for June 30 of this year,
will serve as the foundation from which VA will retire the interim
solution and automate education benefits processing. The scope of
Releases 3 and 4, currently scheduled for September and December
of this year, respectively, will contain interfaces to VA legacy sys-
tems to pre-populate information and automate payments.

VA has made significant progress in implementing the Post-9/11
GI Bill, and we are working every day to ensure veterans timely
receive the education benefits they have earned through their serv-
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ice and sacrifice. We appreciate the support of this Committee and
the Congress as we carry out this mission.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my statement. I would be pleased
to answer any questions you or any other Members of the Com-
mittee may have.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Wilson follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF KEITH M. WILSON, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION SERVICE,
VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

Good morning Chairman Akaka, Ranking Member Burr, and Members of the
Committee. I appreciate the opportunity to appear before you today to discuss the
implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. My testimony will address the challenges
we faced, the steps taken to improve the delivery of Post-9/11 GI Bill claims, and
the current status of education claims processing. Joining me today is Stephen War-
ren, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Information and Technology, who will
discuss the status of implementation of the Long-Term Solution. I am also joined
by Dan Osendorf, Director of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Debt Man-
agement Center (DMC), who will discuss recoupment of advance payments.

As this Committee knows well, the Post-9/11 GI Bill, passed by Congress in 2008,
is the most extensive educational assistance program authorized since the original
GI Bill was signed into law in 1944. Secretary Shinseki and the entire Department
are committed to ensuring all Servicemembers, Veterans, and their family members
eligible for this important benefit receive it in a timely manner so they can focus
on their education.

BACKGROUND AND CHALLENGES

Enactment of the Post-9/11 Educational Assistance Act on June 30, 2008, gave VA
approximately 13 months to develop a new, highly complex eligibility and payment
system for thousands of claimants who would be eligible to receive benefits under
the new program on August 1, 2009. To meet this challenge, VA began development
of an interim claims processing solution, while simultaneously developing a long-
term rules-based processing solution, in cooperation with the Space and Naval War-
fare Systems Center Atlantic (SPAWAR). VA’s Office of Information & Technology
(OI&T) designed the interim processing solution functionality in three separate
phases. Each phase delivered a specific set of functionalities for claims examiners
to manually process Post- 9/11 GI Bill claims with some IT augmentation. However,
development of the interim solution was more challenging than anticipated, given
the complexity of the new program and the reduced timeline for delivery. Prior to
the August 1 implementation, OI&T delivered two phases of the interim solution.
Phase three, which provided increased functionality and additional automation for
processing Post-9/11 GI Bill claims, was originally scheduled for deployment in Sep-
tember 2009 during the peak enrollment period for processing education claims. Due
to the complexity of the processing steps and requirements for both amended
awards and overlapping terms, phase three was delayed until November 2009.
Amended award functionality includes changes in a student’s actual charges for tui-
tion and fees and reduced or increased course loads. As the law requires VA to pay
actual charges, amended awards are required for every dollar change to a student’s
tuition and fees.

Post-9/11 GI Bill claims currently require manual processing using four separate
IT systems that do not interface with each other. When an application or enrollment
certification is received, the documents are captured into the Image Management
System (TIMS). The documents are routed electronically to a claims examiner for
processing. The claims examiner reviews the documents in TIMS and determines
the student’s eligibility, entitlement, and benefit rate using the Front End Tool
(FET). The FET is used to calculate and store student information to support the
Post-9/11 GI Bill claims adjudication process. However, the FET has limited capa-
bility for processing the multiple scenarios encountered in determining eligibility
and entitlement under the new program. As a result, VA, in conjunction with
MITRE Corporation, developed multiple job aids or out-of-system tools and spread-
sheets to augment claims processing.

Once the benefit rate and payment amount are determined, the claims examiner
enters the payment information into the back-end tool (BET). The BET utilizes the
existing Benefits Delivery Network (BDN) to issue payments. A payment cannot be
processed until at least two individuals approve the award and payment amount.
All evidence to support the award actions taken by the claims examiner, and a sen-
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ior claims examiner, is captured into TIMS. This process is completed separately for
the housing allowance, the tuition and fees payment, and the books and supplies
stipend. Due to a lack of integration among systems, the time to complete a Post-
9/11 GI Bill claim is significantly longer than the processing time for other edu-
cation benefits.

Because the program implementation date fell in the middle of some school terms
and many students were enrolled in another education program such as the Mont-
gomery GI Bill-Active Duty (MGIB-AD), VA had to determine rates payable to stu-
dents in school on August 1, 2009, under two separate benefit programs and prorate
Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits. Further complicating the claims process was overlapping
terms. It is not uncommon for many students to enroll in courses that begin and
end in overlapping time periods at different schools. Processing these claims in-
volved additional manual calculations for the overlap as well as separate payments
going to more than one school.

To complicate an already challenging situation, the new benefit program requires
VA to determine maximum tuition and fee rates for each state before the beginning
of each academic year. Schools do not typically set their tuition and fee rates until
state support is determined for the academic year. Many states did not pass their
operating budgets until late July/early August. Correspondingly, institutions could
not set tuition and fee rates until late August. Delays in determining the 2009-2010
maximum tuition and fee rates resulted in delayed processing of payments for stu-
dents attending school in those states. Finally, VA had to train newly hired employ-
ees on the interim processing solution during the fall enrollment period. This in-
cludes the 530 term employees hired in December 2008, and the additional 230 term
employees provided by Congress under the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act (ARRA).

CURRENT WORKLOAD AND PROCESSING STATUS

On May 1, 2009, VA began accepting applications to determine eligibility for the
Post-9/11 GI Bill. On July 7, 2009, we started accepting enrollment certifications
from school certifying officials for Veterans utilizing their Post-9/1 1 GI Bill benefits
for the fall term and began processing claims for payment. While most schools sub-
mitted their enrollment certifications to VA in a timely manner, some schools did
not for various reasons. This delayed the payment of benefits to Veterans, since VA
could not pay until it received an enrollment certification from the school. Since
May 1, 2009, we have received and processed over 578,000 enrollment certifications
and 237,000 changes to enrollments for Veterans attending school under the Post-
9/11 GI Bill.

For fiscal year 2009, the average time to process all education benefit claims, in-
cluding Post-9/11 GI Bill claims, took 26 days for original claims and 13 days for
supplemental claims. Claims processing took more time on average during the fall
semester due to the increased workload from the Post-9/11 GI Bill. To ensure Vet-
erans who enrolled in the spring term received their benefits on time, VA set a goal
to process any enrollment certification we received before January 19, 2010, for pay-
ment by February 1, 2010. VA is pleased to report to the Committee that we were
able to achieve this goal.

For this fiscal year, our average processing time is 53 days for original claims and
21 days for supplemental claims. However, our average processing time for the cur-
rent month is 20 days for originals and 13 days for supplementals. We have issued
over $2.7 billion in Post-9/11 GI Bill payments to approximately 246,000 individuals
and their educational institutions.

SPRING 2010 ENROLLMENT

VA took numerous steps to reduce the number of pending claims and prepare for
the spring enrollment period. As a result of these improvements, VA was able to
increase its daily completions of Post-9/11 GI Bill enrollment certifications from an
average of 1,800 per day during October to nearly 7,000 per day.

On October 28, 2009, VA awarded a contract to Affiliated Computer Services
(ACS) in London, Kentucky, to provide claims processing support for non-Post-9/11
GI Bill. This effort allows VA to focus resources on the more complex Post-9/11 GI
Bill claims. This contract is scheduled to expire on April 28, 2010.

VA utilized 230 term employees hired through the funding provided by Congress
under ARRA. We implemented a mandatory overtime policy at the four regional
processing offices (RPOs) requiring all employees to work three additional days per
month. We also utilized 200 ARRA employees at five VA satellite offices to authorize
Post-9/11 GI Bill payments. Procedures were amended to streamline the entire
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claims process and eliminate duplication of efforts and redundant or unneeded de-
velopment.

VA worked closely with the Department of Defense (DOD) to ensure Service-
members’ data would be exchanged electronically for eligibility determinations
under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. VA and DOD also developed an electronic means where-
by information related to spouses and children with transferred entitlement would
be exchanged to process a claim under the transfer of entitlement provision of the
Post- 9/1 1 GI Bill. When the electronic system was unavailable, VA and DOD en-
sured the data were exchanged manually in a timely manner so that benefit pay-
ments were not negatively impacted.

FALL 2010 ENROLLMENT

On August 1, 2010, payments under the Post-9/11 GI Bill will be expanded to in-
clude the children of those Servicemembers killed while on active duty. The Marine
Gunnery Sergeant John David Fry Scholarship will be available for the children of
an active duty Servicemember who died in the line of duty since September 11,
2001. Eligible individuals can receive up to 36 months of entitlement. VA will begin
accepting applications for this program on May 1, 2010. We anticipate approxi-
mately 2,400 children will be eligible for the Fry Scholarship in fiscal year 2010.
We do not anticipate the delays from last fall will recur during the fall 2010 semes-
ter for veterans applying for educational benefits. VA expects students will experi-
ence significant improvements in the delivery of their education payments.

LONG-TERM SOLUTION

VA partnered with SPAWAR to develop an end-to-end claims processing solution
that utilizes rules-based, industry-standard technologies, for the delivery of edu-
cation benefits. This is our long-term strategy for implementing the Post-9/11 GI
Bill. The Post-9/11 GI Bill contains eligibility rules and benefit determinations that
will work well with rules-based technology that requires minimal human interven-
tion.

VA’s automated IT system is scheduled to be released in four phases to provide
incremental capability to the users in the field stations. Release 1 of this effort was
successfully deployed on March 31, 2010 which provides: functionality to calculate
new original awards; automated calculation of awards including tuition and fees,
housing, books and supplies, yellow ribbon, Chapter 30 and 1606 kickers; automated
calculation of awards for overlapping terms and intervals, including interval rules
for summer terms; and demographic and service data from VA DOD Identity Repos-
itory (VADIR).

Originally, release 1 was envisioned as having additional capabilities.However,
due to an increased understanding of the complexity of amended awards, certain ca-
pabilities were delayed to Release 2.” As our subject matter experts (SME) worked
with the SPAWAR team, it became clear that the amount of software remaining to
be developed exceeded what could be done to meet the March 31, 2010, milestone
requirement. VA deployed Release 1 to a limited set of claims processors at our
Muskogee RPO to fully exercise the Long-Term Solution such that any “hidden” de-
fects are found and corrected before Release 2 is deployed on June 30. The claims
processors at the Muskogee RPO are currently using Release 1 to process original
certificates of eligibility and amended claims.

Feedback from our end-users indicates the Long-Term Solution offers ease of use
and allows increased efficiency. Release 2, currently scheduled for June 30, 2010,
will serve as the foundation from which the VA will retire the Interim solution and
automate the Education benefits business process. The scope of Releases 3 and 4,
currently scheduled for September 30, 2010 and December 31, 2010 respectively,
will contain interfaces to Education legacy systems in order to pre-populate data
and automate payment. The final scope for these releases has not been set.

There are a number of challenges to fully implementing the Long Term Solution.
It is important to recognize that the methodology we are using to deliver this sys-
tem is based on an agile approach. It is based on making tradeoffs between schedule
and functionality. We have developed the schedule such that there is a release of
software every 3 months. To accomplish this, we adjust the delivered functionally
to what can be done in 3 months. This is a significant change to how VA has run
IT development projects in the past.

ADVANCE PAYMENTS

In October VBA began issuing advance payments to Veterans and Service-
members who had not yet received their VA benefits for the fall enrollment period
to ensure that all Veterans and eligible students were able to focus on their aca-
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demic studies and not be burdened with financial concerns. As part of that process,
a web portal was established to allow electronic submission for advance payment.
Advance payments were also made on-site at VA offices around the country. At that
time student Veterans were required to acknowledge that they understood that the
advance payment must be repaid and would be recouped from future VA payments.
VA issued advance payments to 121,095 individuals, totaling $355.5 million for all
education programs.

Advance payment recipients were notified in late January and early February of
the reimbursement process. The notification explained that $750 would be deducted
from their monthly education payments beginning April 1, and that they could make
arrangements with the DMC for a reduced withholding if $750 monthly created a
financial hardship. Individuals not currently enrolled in school received notification
on how payment arrangements could be made to satisfy the debt.

Due to the many Veterans seeking a lower withholding from the April 1 check,
DMC added six lines and eight operators to handle the increased workload associ-
ated with the Post-9/11 GI Bill program. Phone operation hours were also extended
an hour. In addition, DMC received assistance from VBA call centers and created
a reduced repayment form that could be completed and emailed to DMC for proc-
essing. VBA added the form to its Education Web site so individuals could complete
the form themselves and email it to DMC. A notice was also added to the education
Web site explaining that the deadline for requesting a lower withholding for the
April 1 check was March 23, 2010. DMC created special email boxes for the incom-
ing workload and printed and worked the requests as they were received. Approxi-
mately 12,000 Veterans established reduced repayment plans in time to affect their
April 1 payment.

The DMC continues to get requests for partial refunds of the April 1 check and
reduced withholdings from future checks. To provide the greatest flexibility to our
Veterans, repayment plans are being approved retroactive to April 1, and refunds
of amounts collected above their plans continue to be made. Through mid-April, re-
quests for reduced withholdings total over 22,000. Of the $355.5 million issued to
agfvance pay recipients, over $73 million has been collected through payments and
offsets.

OUTREACH

VA also began a robust outreach campaign to make sure that Servicemembers,
Veterans, and their families know about the Post-9/11 GI Bill and how to apply for
the benefit. Let me share a few of our efforts in this area. On February 23 of this
year, VA launched a two-month, nationwide advertising campaign to assist student
Veterans and Servicemembers applying for the Post-9/11 GI Bill. The GI Bill adver-
tising campaign includes half-page ads in top college publications, online and social
media, print, radio, and outdoor advertising such as posters and flyers. In addition,
public service announcements were delivered to approximately 150 college radio sta-
tions and 750 local stations in areas where there is a high density of students, as
well as military installations.

Student Veterans on college campuses also saw a variety of posters in registrars’
offices, dormitories, cafeterias, student union buildings, and other high traffic areas.
This comprehensive advertising campaign assisted us in reaching those student Vet-
erans, Servicemembers and educational administrators who need help in under-
standing the GI Bill and their role in the benefits process.

Social media and online advertising are extensively used to reach the younger
generation of student Veterans. VA placed banner ads on social media sites such
as Facebook, Google, MySpace, Yahoo, and other outlets. Text messaging ads are
used to link student Veterans to VA. By texting “GIBILL,” Veterans receive the
basic message: “You Served. Get Benefits.” Veterans are then directed to follow
three steps: 1) Review your benefit options online; 2) Submit your application; and
3) Check with your school certifying official to confirm that your VA enrollment cer-
tification has been sent to VA. VA also developed a hip pocket guide and checklist
with helpful tips to assist Veterans and Servicemembers in the application process.

We are making a concerted effort to reach out to everyone to provide the timely
benefits that those who served our Nation deserve. VA sent letters and notices to
university presidents, school certifying officials, state Veterans Affairs directors,
Veterans Service Organizations, Congressional Members, and other education stake-
holders highlighting the importance of timely submission of school enrollment infor-
mation.

In addition, in November 2009, VA established a pilot program at the University
of South Florida (USF) called VetSuccess on Campus. VetSuccess on Campus is a
collaborative effort between the university and VA to provide a supportive on-cam-
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pus environment where Veterans may gather and obtain assistance and peer sup-
port. This pilot program is supported by the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employ-
ment Service, Education Service, and the Veterans Health Administration Readjust-
ment Counseling Service Vet Center program. Due to the major success of this pro-
gram, two other campuses were added to VetSuccess on Campus; Cleveland State
University in Cleveland, Ohio and San Diego State University in San Diego, Cali-
fornia. The program may be expanded to other campuses across the country.

CONCLUSION

VA has made significant progress in implementing the Post-9/11 Bill, and we are
working every day to ensure Veterans timely receive the educational benefits they
earned through their service and sacrifice. We appreciate the support of this Com-
mittee and the Congress as we carry out this mission.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my statement. I would be pleased to answer any
questions you or other Members of the Committee may have.

RESPONSE TO POST-HEARING QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY HON. DANIEL K. AKAKA TO
KeITH WILSON, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION SERVICE, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS
AFFAIRS

Question 1. Could you please describe in more detail what a “web interface” is and
how that will improve the process?

Response. A web interface is the interaction between a user and software running
on a Web server. It has the ability to accept input and provide output by generating
web pages transmitted via the Internet and viewed by an end-user with a web
browser. This approach will help the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) reduce
some of the development costs and allow VA to deploy software changes to field
users with minimal disruption.

Question 2. Some of the more complex issues arise when processing claims from
Guard and Reserve members—especially when determining the periods that the in-
dividual was on active duty. Please describe what steps that have been taken to
make this process easier, faster and more accurate?

Response. VBA obtains servicemembers’ data electronically from the Defense
Manpower Data Center (DMDC) for use in determining eligibility under all edu-
cation programs, including the Post-9/11 GI Bill. In addition, VA and DOD devel-
oped an electronic method to obtain information related to spouses and children to
process claims under the transfer-of-entitlement provisions of the Post-9/11 GI Bill.
Since all information is not stored electronically at DMDC, VA and DOD also manu-
ally exchange data.

Question 3. How confident are you that the long-term IT solution will be in place
by the end of this year and what plans have been made if it is not?

Response. Based on the project schedule, VA has full confidence we will deliver
the system functionality expected by the business community by December 2010.
Release 2 ensures full claims processing capability in the Post-9/11 GI Bill Long
Term Solution (LTS). Delays in any subsequent release will not negatively impact
VA’s ability to process claims.

Question 4. It would seem that the only way that VA was able to implement “Re-
lease One” of the Long-Term Solution was to “pilot” it out to only one of the regional
processing centers and to scale back the elements it contained. Where did the plan-
ning process fail?

Response. The planning process did not fail. A delay in releasing Phase III for
the Interim Solution hindered VA’s ability to have adequate resources focused on
only the LTS. Once fully focused on the LTS, it became apparent that we would not
be able to deliver all of the originally planned Release 1 functionality. Limited Re-
lease 1 of the LTS deployed March 31, 2010, to only one of the four regional proc-
essing centers (RPOs) per the Veterans Benefits Administration’s (VBA’s) deploy-
ment plan. The application deployed to the remaining RPOs on April 12, 2010, and
April 19, 2010. The release did not include all of the projected functionality. Release
1 was released with reduced functionality. The reduced functionality in Release 1
was caused by a substantial increase in the understanding of the complexity of
amended awards. As our subject matter experts (SME) worked with the SPAWAR
team, it became clear that the amount of software remaining to be developed ex-
ceeded what could be done to meet the March 31, 2010, milestone requirement.

Question 5. When will General Counsel guidance to be issued with respect to cred-
iting for returned payments?
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Response. The Office of the General Counsel issued precedent opinion
VAOPGCPREC 3-2010 on May 21, 2010. That opinion addresses several issues that

relate to payments to institutions of higher learning under the Post-9/11 GI Bill, in-
cluding the manner in which they should respond in cases where amounts paid by
VA were in excess of amounts owing for a student’s tuition and fees. A copy of the

opinion is attached.

ATTACHMENTS FOR QUESTION 5

Policy Advisory: Tuition and Fee Return Payments

November 23, 2009

We received notice that institutions are requesting clarification on when and how
to return tuition and fee payments to VA. Tuition and fee payments should be
returned to VA by the institution if 1.) the student died during the term and would
have been due a refund; 2.) the student never attended; 3.) the institution
received a payment for an individual that is not a student, or 4.) the institution
received a duplicate payment for a student. All other overages of funds on a
student's account should be refunded in accordance with the institution’s
established refund policies.

Institutions may return tuition and fee payments to VA by:

a) Returning the electronically received Automated Clearinghouse (ACH)
payment using ACH return code R31.

Note: Schools may only return a full payment to VA using the R31 ACH return code. Ifa
student died during a term and would have only been eiigibic: for a partial refund, the school
must send the appropriate amount to the RPO of jurisdiction (see paragraph c}).

b) Returning the paper check to the:
U.S. Department of the Treasury
Financial Management Service
P.O. Box 51318
Philadelphia, PA 19115-6316

Note: Institutions should only return government issued paper checks received for a student
to the Department of Treasury. All other checks for return of tuition and fees should be
forwarded to the appropriate Agent Cashier.

c) Sending a check to the Agent Cashier of the Regional Processing Office
of jurisdiction. The check must include student’s full name and social
security number.

T

Attr: Agent Cashier i Attn: Agent Cashiec

\ Bu

Elmwood Ave. | 170¢ clairmont Road
, NY 14202 Decatur, GA 30033-4032

ftalo Regional Processing Office | azlarta Regional Processing Office

Cashier Attn: Agent Cashier
. Street 125 S. Main Street
St. iouis, MO 53103 Muskogee, OK 74401-7025

P

:gional Processing Office | Muskogee Regional Processing Offic
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Keith M. Wilson
Director, Education Service
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Department of Memora ndum

Veterans Affairs

May 21, 2010 VAOPGCPREC 3-2010
General Counsel (021)

Request for Precedent Opinion — Chapter 33 Duplication of Tuition & Fees Payments
(WebCIMS 451683)

Director, Education Service (22)
QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Does the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) have the legal authority to decrease
the amount of tuition and fees (established charges) payable under the Post-9/11 Gl Bill
(chapter 33) to provide only the amount the individual must pay out of pocket if the
individual receives tuition based aid from another source (whether federal or non-
federal) other than title IV funds?

2. If VA does not have such authority, would an agency rule defining “actual charges” to
mean the amount of tuition and fees the student must pay after the application of any
waiver, reduction of tuition and fees, scholarship, or other tuition and fees based aid be
sufficient to grant such authority? If yes, must VA continue to pay the “established
charges” for the program with any overage refunded to the student until a final
regulation is published?

3. 38 CFR 21.9505 currently defines “established charges” to mean the actual charge
for tuition and fees that similarly circumstanced nonveterans enrolled in the program are
required to pay. If an individual receives a waiver of tuition and/or fees, should the
amount waived be deducted from the “established charges?” If so, does it make a
difference if all or a portion of the tuition and fees are waived before or during the
enroliment period?

4. If a VA payment is received by a school after all or a portion of the tuition and fees
have been paid by another entity, should the school refund the excess to the student?
If yes, can the overage on the account be applied to a third party?

5. If a school returns money to VA and VA determines the student is entitled to the
payment, can VA legally pay the student directly? Title 38, section 3313(g) provides
that VA make payment directly to the school. If VA cannot legally pay the student
directly in these cases, must VA prescribe a regulation to do so? If so, does VA have
the authority to pay the student directly in the interim?

HELD

1. Pursuant to statute, the Secretary is authorized to determine by regulation (to the
extent not otherwise prescribed by statute) the meaning of the term “actual charges” for

VA FORM
MAR 1983 2105
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2.

Director, Education Service (22)

tuition and fees that a similarly circumstanced nonveteran would be required to pay.
Therefore, the Secretary may provide by regulation that a school's certification of tuition
and fees owed for a student reflect certain outside assistance received by the school
(other than assistance that is expressly excluded from consideration by statute) that is
intended to defray the cost of the student’s tuition and fee expenses.

2. To the extent that VA's current regulations do not specifically address the
determination of “actual charges,” VA would need to amend pertinent provisions in
subpart P of part 21, Chapter |, Code of Federal Regulations, to clarify that such term
means the amount of tuition and fees the student (VA) is considered to owe after the
application of any waiver, reduction of tuition and fees, scholarship, or other tuition-and-
fees-based aid or assistance (other than assistance that is expressly excluded from
consideration by law), that the Secretary determines should be considered. Such a ruie
change would need to be applied prospectively to payments by VA that are based on
certifications received from schoois following the effective date of the rule.

3. Ifthe Secretary determines by regulation that actual charges for tuition and fees
should take into account an individual's entitlement to a waiver of tuition and/or fees, the
amount waived should be deducted from the “established charges” applicable to such
individual. To the extent that such a waiver would directly affect the amount of tuition
and fees that are payable to a school, it would make no difference whether all or a
portion of the tuition and fees are waived before or during the enroliment period.

4. Until the Secretary publishes a rule for determining “actual charges" that requires
taking into consideration other educational assistance, VA has no basis for requiring
schools to return payments under the Post-9/11 Gl Bill that were made pursuant to a
certification by the school that does not take into account such other assistance.
Schools should follow their own poilicies in this regard to determine whether to refund all
or part of a payment to VA, pay the other assistance to the student for educational
expenses other than tuition and fees, or reapply the assistance to the educational
expenses of other students.

5. If a school returns money to VA, it should be assumed that the school has
determined that the charges for tuition and fees for the student have been reconsidered
in light of other educational assistance and, in accordance with the school's policies,
reduced by the amount returned to VA. Money returned to VA by a school cannot be
paid directly to a student. Other than payments of the housing and books stipends, VA
may not make benefit payments directly to students under chapter 33.

DISCUSSION

1. This responds to your request for our opinion regarding several questions that
concern the payment of educational assistance under the Post-9/11 Gl Bill (chapter 33
of title 38, United States Code). The central issue concerns VA's legal authority to



12

3.
Director, Education Service (22)

consider other forms of educational assistance, including certain Federal benefits or
non-Federal benefits, in arriving at the amount VA will pay to an educational institution
(school) on behalf of an individual student to defray the cost of such individual’s tuition
and fees. You indicated that school officials, clients, Department of Defense staff, and
congressional staff have raised issues regarding the amount schools may report as
“established charges” and whether schools should return money to VA if another source
has paid the tuition and fees.

2. Your request specifically asked whether the Department has the legal authority to
decrease the amount of tuition and fees (established charges) payable under the Post-
9/11 GI Bill (chapter 33) to provide only the amount the individual must pay out of
pocket if the individual receives tuition-based aid from another source (whether federal
or non-federal) other than titie IV funds. As discussed below, we conclude that, except
1o the extent otherwise prescribed by law, the Secretary has the discretion to determine,
through regulation, that such amounts be taken into account in certifications by schools
that reflect individual students’ actual expenses for tuition and fees for purposes of the
Post-9/11 Gl Bill.

3. Section 3313 of title 38, United States Code, sets forth the manner in which VA shall
determine and pay amounts of educational assistance under the Post-9/11 G Bil,
including amounts to meet expenses associated with an individual's pursuit of a
program of education. Section 3313(c) provides, in pertinent part, that “amounts
payable under this subsection for pursuit of an approved program of education are
amounts as follows: . . . (A) An amount equal to the established charges for the program
of education . . . .” (Emphasis added.)

4. The term "established charges” is defined in section 3313(h)(1) (in the case of a
program of education) to mean “the actual charges (as determined pursuant to
regulations prescribed by the Secretary) for tuition and fees which simitarly
circumstanced nonveterans enrolled in the program of education would be required to
pay.” (Emphasis added.) In its implementing regulations, VA simply restated the
statutory definition of “established charges” as “the actual charges that similarly
circumstanced nonveterans enrolled in the program of education are required to pay.”
38 C.F.R. § 21.9505. However, to date, the Secretary has not formalized his
determination of the meaning of the term “actual charges.”

5. In the preambie of VA's final rule RIN 2900-AN10 {amending part 21 of the
Code of Federal Regulations), published in the Federal Register on March 31,
2009, VA responded to several comments regarding the relationship between
payments under the Post-9/11 Gi Bill and other forms of assistance, as foliows:

We received several comments regarding the effectual relationship
between tuition and fees payments under the Post-9/11 Gl Bill and other
forms of aid, such as State veterans' tuition programs. One of the
commenters suggested that 1st payer/2nd payer rules be clarified so that
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all parties clearly understand who pays what and when. VA will pay based
on the amount the student is charged, not the amount the student has
remaining after State programs have contributed funds. Schools should
certify the total amount of tuition and the total amount of fees that a
student is charged. The amount reported to VA should not be reduced for
pending or subsequent payments to be credited to the student's account
from State programs, scholarships, grants, or any title IV funds (including
Pell Grants). If an institution is not able to charge a veteran for tuition due
to a State waiver or other State funded program, the schoo! should not
report tuition to VA. However, if the State reimburses the institution and/or
veteran for tuition and fees after the individual has been billed, then the
institution should report the original amount charged to the student. The
amount of tuition and fees submitted to VA in these instances should not
be reduced based on any additional funds received that will reduce the
student's out-of-pocket expenses. One commenter also asked that we
clarify whether a student can opt out of State assistance to receive
educational assistance under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. There is no
requirement in 38 U.S.C. chapter 33 that requires an individual to opt in or
out of existing State programs in order to receive benefits under the Post-
9/11 GI Bill. The statute simply states that VA may pay all or a portion of
the cost of the actual tuition and fees charged the individual. Each State
will need to review the laws that govern their State programs to determine
if individuals may opt in or out of receiving assistance under the State
funded programs. (Emphasis added.)

74 Fed. Reg. 14654, 14657 (March 31, 2009).

6. This statement in the preamble does not sufficiently address the issue of the
relationship of other forms of educational assistance and Gl Bill benefits, was not
associated with a change in the final regulation, and remains a source of confusion. We
believe that VA shouid prescribe regulations for the determination of “actual charges”.
In so doing, VA is prohibited by statute from excluding assistance under titie Iv
programs administered by the Department of Education, and required by statute to
exclude certain others (see 38 U.S.C. §§ 3322(a), 3323(a)(4)). As to those not
addressed by statute, VA may deem certain forms of assistance to be duplicative of Gi
Bill benefits, and therefore appropriate to be netted out in determining actual charges.
Other forms of assistance, e.g., those that may be transferred to other educational or
living expenses of the individual student, may be deemed not duplicative of Gi Bill
benefits or otherwise necessary to be reduced from charges for tuition and fees in order
to arrive at actual charges.

7. ltis clear that certain forms of assistance that are, or have been, directly applied to
the cost of an individual's course pursdit (i.e., solely to tuition and fees), including the
waiver of all or a portion of applicable tuition and fees, operate to reduce the actual
charges the individual would be obligated to pay in the absence of the benefits payable
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under the Post-9/11 Gl Bill. Therefore, in this instance, it would be reasonable for the
Secretary to conclude that an institution’s certification of the actual charges for an
individual’s tuition and fees should reflect the receipt of any such assistance. For
example, in a case involving a State program providing a full waiver of tuition at a public
institution (such as that which may be provided for a National Guard participant), the
institution should not certify any charge to VA for that individual's tuition." The actual
charge for that individual's tuition would, in fact, be zero.

8. As noted, VA's regulation in 38 C.F.R. § 21.9505 currently does not provide for
consideration of other assistance in the determination of “actual charges.” Therefore, in
order to implement the Secretary’s determination, that section shouild be amended to
indicate the extent that such term excludes any assistance from an outside source? that
has been (or will be) provided to, or considered by, the educational institution solely for
the purpose of defraying the cost of the student's tuition and fee expenses. Such a rule
change would need to be applied prospectively to payments by VA that are based on
certifications received from schools following the effective date of the rule. We believe
this rule change could be accomplished in the form of an interim final rule if you can
identify exigent circumstances that require such action.

9. You also inquired as to VA's authority to pay certain amounts to veteran students or
third parties in instances involving overpayments. The statute does not directly address
this situation. However, we do not believe that Congress intended that an overpayment
of applicable charges for an individual’s tuition and fees may be paid to such individual
or any third party. Section 3313(g) of title 38, United States Code, provides that
“[a]jmounts payable under subsections (c)(1)(A) . . . (e){(2), and (f)(2)(A) shall be paid
directly to the educational institution concerned.” (Emphasis added.) No express
authority exists for disbursement of these payments to any other person or entity,
including the student. Ultimately, however, until the Secretary issues a rule for
determining “actual charges” that requires taking into consideration other educational
assistance, VA has no basis for requiring schools to return payments under the Post-
9/11 Gl Bill that were made pursuant to a certification by the school that does not take
such other assistance into account. Schools should foilow their own policies in this
regard to determine whether to refund all or part of a payment to VA, pay the other

' In such a case, no charge would be made against the individual's entittement except for those amounts
that are paid to the student in the form of a housing stipend or books stipend. Similarly, if VA were to
make a payment to a school based on a certification that erroneausly fails to reflect that all or a portion of
an affected student's tuition and fees have been paid (or otherwise affected) by another entity or program
and such payment thereby results in an overpayment of the school's applicable established charges
based on the individual's rate of course pursuit, the institution would need to revise its certification and
refund to VA the amount of such overpayment.

2 For purposes of this opinion, assistance from an outside source does not include assistance provided
under Federal student aid programs, including grants, work-study programs, and student loans (referred
to as Title IV programs) administered by the U.S. Department of Education.
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assistance to the student for educational expenses other than tuition and fees, or
reapply the assistance to the educational expenses of other students.

10. If a school returns money to VA, it should be assumed that the school has
determined that the charges for tuition and fees for the student have been reconsidered
in light of other educational assistance and, in accordance with the school's policies,
reduced by the amount returned to VA. Money returned to VA by a school cannot be
paid directly to a student. Other than payments of the housing and books stipends, VA
may not make benefit payments directly to students under chapter 33.

11. With regard to payments or distributions of VA benefits to third parties,

38 U.S.C. § 5301 provides that payments of benefits due or to become due under any
law administered by the Secretary shall not be assignable except to the extent
specifically authorized by law. No authority, explicit or implied, exists that would permit
the assignment of refunds or amounts of overpayments to a third party or parties.

12. Finally, although your memorandum did not raise issues regarding the nature or
timing of certifications by schools, it is our view that VA could prescribe regulations that
require schools to make separate certifications as to (1) an individual's rate of pursuit
(as being half-time or greater) for the purpose of determining the individual's entitlement
to housing and books stipends; and (2) the applicable charges for tuition and fees for
such individual based on the individual's rate of course pursuit, taking into account the
school's receipt of other sources of assistance. VA could determine the point in time
such certifications are to be made, so that the former could be made at the beginning of
the term, quarter, or semester, and the latter could be made at the end of the term,
quarter, or semester. Alternatively, for purposes of accurate accounting as to tuition
and fees, VA could simply require a final accounting and certification of the actual tuition
and fees for a student at the end of a term, quarter, or semester. This could result in
adjustments being made in the amounts actually owed by VA.

13. Should you have any questions or concerns regarding this opinion, please contact
Mr. John Brizzi, Deputy Assistant General Counsel (021A), at 202-461-7605.

Y A o

Will A. Gunn

Question 6. What can to be done to ensure that each of the four processing centers
are operating under the same guidance? Are regular meetings held—either via tele-
conferencing or some other means to articulate clear policies and procedures?

Response. VA provides written policy to all four Regional Processing Offices
(RPOs) and conducts uniform training on a regular basis to ensure all RPOs are re-
ceiving the same information. In addition, weekly RPO conference calls are con-
ducted to address any training, policy, or other claims processing issues.

Question 7. The testimony of our witness from the National Association of Vet-
erans’ Programs Administrators suggests that the lumping of payments for multiple
enrollment periods without documentation or explanation makes it difficult for the
schools to reconcile payments. Please comment on this.

Response. Due to workload concerns and limited information technology
functionality, VA implemented streamlined procedures to expedite Post-9/11 GI Bill
claims processing. Currently, payments cannot be authorized until at least two indi-
viduals review and approve each payment amount through fiscal transactions and
financial authorizations (FIST/FAUT). A FIST/FAUT transaction must be done sep-
arately for each type of payment (i.e., tuition, housing, books, yellow ribbon pay-
ments, and college fund “kickers”). Therefore, VA made the decision to combine
similar payment transactions into one transaction (i.e., two tuition payments or two
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yellow ribbon payments). These procedures will remain in place until full implemen-
tation of the long-term solution (LTS). We anticipate the number of claims requiring
FIST/FAUT processing will be significantly reduced once the LTS is in place.

Checks and electronic payments issued to schools include the abbreviated name
of the student, the file number, and the dates of the enrollment period covered by
the payment. If payments are lumped together, the period shown will cover multiple
enrollment periods. The schools also receive a weekly “Vet Rep List” of the pay-
ments issued. The Vet Rep List does not provide a breakdown of payment amounts
by term when the payments are combined.

Question 8. Please comment on the concept of certifying “anticipated enrollments”
with a second certification at the end of the drop/add period?

Response. To ensure Veterans receive their housing allowance and books and sup-
plies stipends timely, VA is determining the feasibility of allowing schools to submit
enrollment certifications without tuition and fees in the summer, and resubmit the
enrollment certification when the actual tuition and fees are available.

Question 9. The Yellow Ribbon Program presents an almost entirely unique set
of challenges. Please comment on that and what might help ease administrative
issues there?

Response. Individuals eligible for the 100-percent payment level who are attend-
ing private institutions, enrolled in graduate programs, or who are not eligible for
in-state tuition rates, are eligible for the Yellow Ribbon Program if their institution
participates. The Yellow Ribbon program allows VA and the school to cover all or
a portion of the tuition that the Post-9/11 GI Bill benefit does not cover. Post-9/11
GI Bill tuition payments are capped at the maximum in-state undergraduate tuition
and fees charged by a public institution of higher learning in the state in which the
Veteran’s school is located.

To determine the benefit payable when a student is enrolled in a private school
or graduate program, or is not eligible for in-state tuition-and-fee rates, VA must
establish the highest maximum rate for each state. Schools participating in the Yel-
low Ribbon Program use the maximum rate to help them budget their participation.
Most states do not have their actual tuition and fees established until July, or later,
for their fall enrollments. Determining the maximum charges in a state is an ad-
ministratively burdensome task. The maximum charges include tuition and all fees
required for the program, not just admission fees. There are many variables in the
manner schools assess their charges. For example, some may charge a flat fee for
full-time tuition plus additional fees and others may assess charges by credit hour.
Some charge by semester hour and some by quarter hour. Some charge a flat fee
for full-time enrollment up to 15 credits and then charge by credit hour for enroll-
ment above 15 credits. Most schools no longer operate solely on standard semesters
or quarters. They offer terms within terms and terms between fall and spring. Most
schools assess summer charges differently than the fall and spring semesters.

This process could be streamlined by establishing a uniform maximum benefit
level for an academic year for those enrolled in private schools, graduate programs,
or those not charged in-state rates.

Question 10. Veterans’ program administrators believe that designated school offi-
cials should have secure web-based access to veterans’ records in order to provide
counseling and assistance. What challenges would this present?

Response. VA intends to allow school officials and Veterans some access to pay-
ment information in later releases of the long-term solution.

Privacy concerns currently preclude schools from obtaining personal information
on Veterans attending their institutions. If institutions are granted access to indi-
vidual data, it must be limited to those who actually need the protected privacy in-
formation in order to aid the student. There is also the matter of training school
certifying officials on how to understand each benefit to provide adequate coun-
seling. We have concerns regarding our liability if the school officials were to make
a recommendation that was not in the student’s best interest.

Question 11. The American Legion recommends that VA needs to provide more
outreach to colleges and universities to ensure that veterans have a full range of
knowledge about their benefits. Please describe what outreach VA has undertaken
and what plans are for the future.

Response. VA attended over 100 training and informational conferences since the
enactment of the Post-9/11 GI Bill to provide training, disseminate information, and
answer questions from the participants. We also conducted webinar training ses-
sions. We continue to participate in school’s national, regional, and local con-
ferences.
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VA ran a Post-9/11 GI Bill spring marketing campaign focused on increasing
awareness of the education benefits process. VA used the following methods to ac-
complish our goal:

e Print placement in college newspapers

e Outdoor placement of posters and visuals at 60 schools with large Veteran-stu-
dent populations,

e Radio placement in six high Veteran-student markets

odOn-line marketing targeted at adults in the 18-34 age range through Burst
Media

VA will begin a multimedia, multi-market campaign with a single cohesive mes-
sage on July 1, 2010. It will include a new logo, new outreach materials, and nation-
wide advertising in both conventional and cutting edge medias. Additionally, VA so-
licited and received feedback from stakeholders on the GI Bill Web site. Based on
this input, the GI Bill Web site was redesigned for ease of navigation and focused
information. The Web site also includes the new logo.

VA’s education liaison representatives (ELRs) are the primary points of contact
for school officials. ELRs have a wide range of responsibilities in support of edu-
cation benefits programs and work closely with school officials to inform them of
changes in VA policies and procedures. During the fall enrollment period, ELRs
temporarily assisted with claims processing, which unfortunately limited the time
they could devote to working with the school officials. However, all ELRs have re-
sumed their normal duties.

In addition to VA’s efforts, State Approving Agencies (SAAs) assist in outreach.
Under statute, VA contracts with each state to approve programs of education and
support outreach. The SAAs provide information to schools, students and employers.

Question 12. What are VA’s plans regarding adding rules for the administration
of the new program to its processing manual?

Response. Regional Processing Offices (RPOs) were provided procedural guidance
(policy advisories and training materials) for processing Post-9/11 GI Bill claims.
The information is available on the Intranet for all RPO staff. VA will incorporate
this information in a processing manual. Several draft chapters have been sent to
RPO personnel for review and comment.

Question 13. Are there any institutions who have disenrolled students because
they have not received payments from VA on their behalf? If so, please provide the
names and locations of the institutions that have done so, together with the number
of students affected.

Response. VA is not aware of any institutions that disenrolled students because
they did not receive payments from VA. During the fall, VA heard that some schools
were disenrolling students. Each time we were made aware of a situation, we con-
tacted the school to resolve the issue.

RESPONSE TO POST-HEARING QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY HON. RICHARD BURR TO
KEeITH WILSON, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION SERVICE, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS
AFFAIRS

Question 1. Many concerns have been raised by veterans’ groups and individual
veterans about the delays in providing education benefits during the fall 2009 se-
mester. In fact, a witness at the April 21, 2010, hearing said that a veteran-student
who attends Columbia with him had “just received his first check last month.”

Question 1A. For each month during the fall 2009 semester, what was the average
time to process original claims and to process supplemental claims for all education
programs?

Response. The chart below displays the average days to process claims for all edu-
cation programs during the fall 2009 semester.

Month September October November December

Original 34.9 56.3 58.8 60.0
Supplemental 214 28.3 30.6 216

Question 1B. For each month during the fall 2009 semester, what was the average
time to process original claims and to process supplemental claims for the Post-9/
11 GI Bill?

Response. The chart below displays the average days to process Post-9/11 claims
during the fall 2009 semester.
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Month September October November December
Original 34.6 59.2 60.5 61.9
Supplemental 35.2 485 44.5 21.1

Question 1C. What is the longest a veteran waited to begin receiving payments
for that semester?

Response. VA’s data system is not programmed in a manner that VA could easily
obtain that data. Additional complex data mining would need to be undertaken in
an effort to find that information.

Question 1D. What factors do you believe contributed to these delays and when
did VA become aware of those factors?

Response. VA’s existing database and payment system did not support the pay-
ment structure of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Unlike the other education benefit programs
VA administers, the payments are directly tied to tuition charges and DOD basic
housing allowances. With 13 months to implement, the systems could not be modi-
fied sufficiently to support the new program; we therefore had to rely on manual
data entry and some automated tools that were developed during the 13 months.
These limited automated functions developed for the interim solution were delivered
in phases throughout the fall semester.

VA hired and trained over 500 additional employees to compensate for the lack
of automation. These individuals, as well as existing staff, had to be trained on the
tools, the eligibility criteria and the data entry for multiple payment processing.

Most states did not establish their tuition and fee rates for the fall semester until
the end of July, which delayed certifications from the schools. In addition, due to
necessary systems modifications, VA was not able to accept electronic enrollment
certifications until July 6.

Each student filing for the Post-9/11 GI Bill last fall was filing for the first time
for that program. VA had to establish initial eligibility and, in many cases, deter-
mine if the claimant was eligible to elect to transfer from his or her existing VA
benefit program to the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

Question 1E. What has been done or is being done to address each of those fac-
tors?

Response. The following actions are not limited to a single factor, but rather have
broad application to many of the factors that contributed to processing delays:

e Developed and deployed short-term automated systems

e Developed and deployed standardized job aids for calculations

e Hired temporary employees at Regional Processing Offices

e Implemented mandatory overtime

e Diverted Education staff from other duties to Post-9/11 GI Bill claims proc-
essing

e Reassigned regional office term employees hired under the American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act to Education claims processing

e Entered into a contract for non-Post-9/11 GI Bill claims processing assistance

e Streamlined procedures and non-essential claims processing functions

As we approach this fall, the majority of the recipients will be returning students.
As such, VA will not have to determine initial eligibility. The first phase of the new
long term automated system was delivered on March 31 and the second phase will
be delivered June 30. These deliveries will streamline some of the processing. The
third phase, due September 30, should reduce much of the manual data entry for
fiscal transactions. The claims processing employees will also have significantly
more experience processing these claims than last fall. We intend to continue to use
overtime to address peak workload periods.

Question 2. The following excerpt was in the testimony from the National Associa-
tion of Veterans Program Administrators: “VA remains unable to credit returned
payments to veterans’ accounts, pending General Counsel guidance. When tuition
and fee payments are confirmed by VA to be a duplicate payment or grossly erro-
neous, schools are instructed to return the funds to VA. However, the returned
funds are not being credited to the veteran.”

Question 2A. How many duplicate payments were made to schools during the fall
2009 semester? What is the total dollar value of those payments?

b Fesponse. VA combined the response to this question with the response to 2B
elow.



19

Question 2B. Were any “grossly erroneous” payments made to schools? If so, how
many and in what amounts?

Response. VA Central Office is not aware of any specific “grossly erroneous” pay-
ments made to schools. We are aware there were instances of duplicate payments,
but we did not manually tally the instances and the amount involved. VA conducts
quarterly quality claims processing reviews. As of the first quarter of fiscal year
2010, the Post-9/11 GI Bill payment accuracy was 95 percent.

Question 2C. What factors caused VA to make excessive or duplicate payments to
schools?

Response. Manual processing that is reliant on multiple manual data entries to
release payment.

Question 2D. What steps could be taken to reduce the possibility of these overpay-
ments in the future? Will the long-term solution contain mechanisms to limit or pre-
vent these types of overpayments?

Response. VA anticipates that the automated rules-based functionality in the
long-term solution (LTS) will significantly reduce the possibility of overpayments
under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Release 3, scheduled for delivery on September 30, will
eliminate most of the manual entry for fiscal transactions (payment amounts).

Question 2E. What are schools expected to do with tuition or fee payments they
should not have received? Has clear guidance on that been distributed to schools?
If so, please provide the Committee with a copy.

Response. Under current VA policy, a school should return tuition and fee pay-
ments to VA if the school receives an erroneous payment under the Post-9/11 GI
Bill. Specifically, we instructed all schools to return payments to VA if a student
never attended; the school received a duplicate payment for an individual; the school
received a payment for an individual who did not enroll; or the student died during
the term and would have been due a refund. Please see the attached VA Policy Ad-
visory titled “Tuition and Fee Return Payments” dated November 23, 2009. [See re-
sponse to Question 5 from Senator Akaka.]

The statute provides that the Post-9/11 tuition and fee payment is based on the
established charges for the program of education.

The term “established charges” is defined in statute to mean actual charges for
tuition and fees that similarly circumstanced non-veterans would be required to pay.
Statutes governing Department of Education funding restrict VA (and any other
Federal or local benefit program) from considering Title IV funding when deter-
mining benefit payments. VAOPGCPREC 3-2010 indicates that such assistance
may not be taken into account in determining “actual charges.” Please see the at-
Kilghlgd copy of VAOPGCPREC 3-2010. [See response to Question 5 from Senator

aka.]

Question 2F. When a school returns funds to one of VA’s regional processing of-
fices, are there policies requiring the regional processing offices to notify any other
?/A oé'f;lces, such as the Debt Management Center? If so, are those policies being fol-
owed?

Response. If the school returned funds because the student withdrew and the
school reports the withdrawal to VA, VA credits the returned funds to the overpay-
ment. Debt Management Center (DMC) is not involved, as no debt is reported to
DMC. Some school officials assume that some of the returned funds should be cred-
ited to the advance payment debts. When crediting is appropriate, VA does credit
the funds. However, if a school returned a duplicate payment, VA cannot credit
those funds to an advance payment debt.

Question 2G. Under what circumstances is the Debt Management Center sup-
posed to create an overpayment in the veteran’s name when the school is paid too
much? In practice, when is that being done?

Response. If the school receives a duplicate payment, VA does not “charge” the
student with an overpayment.

Our Regional Processing Offices (RPOs) create a debt on a student’s record when
VA receives notice from the school that the student reduced his or her enrollment
or withdrew from school. In these instances, the school received the proper amount
based on the student’s enrollment. The statute provides that VA may not provide
funds for a course that the student is not pursing. Thus, VA will recalculate the
amount the student is due and any amount over that becomes a debt of the student.
For example: A student enrolls full-time and the charges are $10,000. VA processes
the enrollment certification and releases a $10,000 payment.

Subsequently, the student drops two classes after the school’s drop/add period. VA
will recalculate the amount due. In this case, assume the student was only due
$5,000. VA will create a debt on the student’s record for $5,000. The Debt Manage-
ment Center is responsible for the collection of the debt.
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These procedures are being followed.

Question 2H. When VA receives a check from a school, how does VA determine
the reason the check is being sent back and whether it is an appropriate amount?

Response. VA must review the student’s record. If the school previously reported
a change in enrollment, VA generally will have all necessary information to recal-
culate the amount the student was entitled to, calculate the debt, and credit the re-
turned funds toward the debt. However, many times the funds are returned by the
Bursar’s office and VA does not know why the funds were returned. We must con-
tact the school for additional information.

Question 2I. Has guidance been provided from the General Counsel on how to
credit payments returned from schools? If so, please provide the Committee with a
copy.

Response. Although VAOPGCPREC 3-2010 does address certain issues relating
to the return of payments, it does not provide specific guidance regarding how VBA
should credit these returned payments.

Question 2J. What lessons have been learned about how to make this recoupment
process more hassle-free for veterans and their families?

Response. The recoupment process was complex this year because of the special
advance payments made to over 122,000 individuals. Our systems needed modifica-
tion to recoup the advance payments so that VA did not offset tuition and fee pay-
ments for the spring term sent to the school on the student’s behalf. Additional sys-
tem modifications had to be made so that students’ entire housing benefits were not
withheld to recoup the advance payments.

As VA is more timely processing claims and the impact of the initial startup is
behind us, the need to release emergency advance payments has dissipated. As
such, the recoupment process will be less complex.

Question 3. It is my understanding that, when VA started to recoup advance pay-
ments, the Education Service sent a detailed letter to veterans explaining their op-
tions for repaying VA, including the option to take no action and allow VA to start
recouping $750 per month from future housing allowance checks. The Debt Manage-
ment Center later sent a letter to those veterans that included much less informa-
tion and instructed veterans either to pay the debt in full or to contact the Debt
Management Center to set up a payment plan. It did not include the “do nothing”
option.

Question 3A. Why did VA provide two different letters with different information
to some veterans?

Education Service: The two letters had different purposes. The initial letter was
to notify recipients that we would begin collecting the advance payment on April
1 in the amount of $750 per payment. The letter provided information on how to
return advanced payment checks, as VA was made aware some individuals had not
yet cashed their advance payments. Additionally, that letter informed them that
they would receive a separate letter from Debt Management Center (DMC) that
would notify them of their rights and responsibilities.

Our initial letter informed the recipients they did not have to take action if they
had repaid the advance payment. They did not need to contact the DMC unless they
wanted an alternative repayment plan.

Question 3B. What steps will be taken in the future to ensure that veterans are
provided with accurate and useful information in a manner that is less likely to
cause confusion?

Response. If VA were to consider emergency advance payments in the future, we
would use any lesson learned from the past to improve the process.

Question 4. One of those letters about recouping advance payments included con-
tact information for the Education Service and the other included contact informa-
tion for the Debt Management Center. A veteran from North Carolina told my office
that, when he called the Education Call Center, he was told to call the Debt Man-
agement Center and, when he called the Debt Management Center, they told him
to call the Education Call Center.

Question 4A. Why were veterans provided with two different contact numbers?

Response. VA provided the Education Call Center number to assist individuals
with general questions or concerns regarding advance payment recoupment. The
Debt Management Center (DMC) number was provided for specific information
about collections that only DMC staff were qualified to answer or to establish alter-
native repayment plans. Sometimes, a caller has questions that are outside the ex-
pertise of the individual assisting the caller. As such, the caller is referred to an-
other VA representative.
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Question 4B. Was clear guidance provided to VA employees on how to direct calls
from veterans who received these letters? If so, please provide the Committee with
a copy of that guidance.

Response. VA issued a policy advisory to VA employees that outlined the advance
payment recoupment procedures. VA prepared and issued a detailed Question and
Answer (Q&A) script for use by the Call Center employees and for those responding
to e-mail inquiries. We also posted a series of Q&A’s on our Web site. Please see
attached Policy Advisory titled “Advance Payment Recoupment” dated February 3,
2010. [File was not attached.]

Question 4C. What steps have been taken or could be taken to make sure both
veterans and VA employees have the correct information about who should be con-
tacted regarding overpayments of education benefits?

Response. VA did provide employees with correct information and will continue
to address any training deficiencies. For callers, VA will continue to direct callers
to the Debt Management Center for specific collection questions. Instances will re-
main when callers will be re-directed from one source to the other based on indi-
vidual circumstances. The Regional Processing Offices establish the debts and can
best provide information on the current enrollment status, whereas the Debt Man-
agement Center (DMC) specializes in the collection status, repayment plans, and
measures DMC will take if the debt is not recovered.

VA plans to conduct additional training for our Education Call Center staff to
help them become more knowledgeable about DMC general procedures and better
assist individuals with overpayment issues.

Question 5. It is my understanding that the Debt Management Center was over-
whelmed with calls after VA sent letters about recouping advance payments, which
made it difficult for veterans to get through. In fact, the Debt Management Center
posted a note on its Web site acknowledging it was receiving a high level of calls
and providing advice to veterans who could not get through.

Question 5A. What was the blocked call rate at the Debt Management Center
after those letters were sent?

Response. DMC contacted Sprint to obtain a report showing the blocked-call rate
for their toll-free number. The report received from Sprint did not reflect the actual
call volumes handled by DMC. We therefore are not able to provide information on
the blocked-call rate.

Question 5B. How many employees were answering phones at the Debt Manage-
ment Center when these letters were first sent and how many are answering the
phones now?

Response. The Debt Management Center had 26 employees assigned to 24 toll-
free telephone lines at the time the letters were sent. Currently there are 25 em-
ployees assigned because one employee is on extended sick leave.

Question 5C. What, if anything, would VA consider to be the “lessons learned”
from this experience?

Response. If emergency advance payments are needed in the future, VA would
consider all the information we learned from the past in making a decision as to
how best administer advance payments and collection. The short timeframe to col-
leclt funds during spring enrollment resulted in large mailings and thus high call
volumes.

Question 6. There was a lot of frustration expressed at the inability to get through
to VA at its Educational Call Center after VA shifted call center employees to proc-
essing claims back in December. Also, there has been some frustration that the call
center was not providing accurate information.

Question 6A. What was the blocked call and dropped call rate while a compressed
Monday to Wednesday schedule was in effect at the Education Call Center?

Response. The compressed Monday to Wednesday schedule was in effect from De-
cember 10, 2009 to February 18, 2010. During this period, the blocked call rate was
82.9 percent. The abandoned or dropped call rate was 20.1 percent.

Question 6B. In total, how many calls went unanswered during that time?

Response. There were approximately 1.9 million blocked calls and 90,000 aban-
doned calls during this period. These numbers obviously include large volumes of
redials.

Question 6C. What is the current blocked call rate?

Response. The blocked-call rate for March 2010 was 15 percent. For April 2010
the blocked-call rate was 2.1 percent.

Question 6D. What was the average experience level of the employees handling
calls during the Fall 2009 semester?
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Response. During the fall semester, the average experience level for telephone
representatives was 14 months.

Question 6E. Has any additional training been provided to these employees?

Response. The Muskogee Education Call Center conducts monthly refresher train-
ing sessions to ensure our call center agents provide complete and accurate re-
sponses to all callers. Employees are reminded of the necessity to remain courteous,
compassionate, and professional at all times. In addition, the Regional Processing
Office addresses immediate issues with training or instruction as needed.

Question 7. In their written testimony, the National Association of Veterans Pro-
gram Administrators provided this feedback: “Tuition and fee payments for multiple
enrollment periods are lumped into a single payment, with no clarifying information
attached. It is very difficult for schools to reconcile lump sum payments and accu-
rately post the funds to the appropriate enrollment periods.”

Question 7A. What, if any, explanation is provided to schools along with the pay-
ments received from VA? Does it explain how the amounts were calculated?

Response. Checks and electronic payments received by schools include the abbre-
viated name of the individual, the file number, and the dates of the period covered
by the payment (if payments are lumped together the period shown on the check
will cover multiple enrollment periods). The schools also receive a weekly “Vet Rep
List” of the payments issued. The Vet Rep List does not provide a breakdown of pay-
ment amounts by term. Schools do not receive notification of how VA calculated the
amounts payable.

Question 7B. Are any efforts being made in the near term to increase the informa-
tion provided to schools?

Response. Our intent is that the final phases of the long-term payment system
will include the capability for school officials to have limited access to specific pay-
ment information. Currently, developers and subject matter experts are fully en-
gaged in the development of the claims processing aspects of the system. Future en-
hancements will be designed upon completion of claims processing and payment
components.

Question 7C. Will any efforts be made to provide additional details to schools
when the long-term solution is in place?

Response. See response to question 7B.

Question 8. It is my understanding that some tuition and fee payments may have
been inadvertently sent to the wrong schools because of errors made by claims proc-
essing staff in recording the identifying information for the schools. In fact, VA pro-
vided guidance to schools on what to do if they “received payment for an individual
that is not a student at your school.”

Question 8A. How many, if any, payments have been made to the wrong schools?
If incorrect schools have been paid, what led to these errors? How does VA learn
of the mistake if the wrong school was paid?

Response. We believe that as with any processing system that involves manual
data entry there is some likelihood for errors to occur. Erroneous payments could
also result if the student enrolled and subsequently changed schools after the initial
school submitted an enrollment certification. Generally, we learn of such mistakes
directly from schools.

Question 8B. If this has happened, what is being done to prevent it from reoccur-
ring in the near term?

Response. When more automation is provided, less opportunity for human error
will exist. VA conducts quality reviews of claims processing. Any areas that require
improvement are identified and referred to the Regional Processing Office for correc-
tion and to address any training deficiencies.

Question 8C. Will the long-term solution provide any mechanisms to prevent this
type of error from happening?

Response. VA expects the delivery of automated processing with the long-term so-
lution will reduce the errors attributed to manual data entry.

Question 9. If a veteran is eligible for an older education program, like the Mont-
gomery GI Bill, and decides to change to the Post-9/11 GI Bill, that decision to
change programs is irrevocable. I have heard concerns from some North Carolinians
that veterans are making the decision to opt into the new program without ade-
quate information or guidance.

Question 9A. Are you aware of any veterans who opted into the Post-9/11 GI Bill
and then realized they would have received higher benefits under one of the older
programs?
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Response. The Post-9/11 GI Bill overlays existing benefits and can cause confusion
when individuals are trying to understand the nuances of the education benefits.
Since each individual’s situation is different, VA provides a side-by-side comparison
of benefits under each program on the GI Bill Web site. In addition, a benefits calcu-
lator and extensive benefits information are available on the Web site. This informa-
tion helps an individual determine which of the programs provide the greatest ben-
efit in an individual situation.

VA is aware of a few Veterans who elected the Post-9/11 GI Bill and subsequently
learned they would be limited to the number of months of entitlement remaining
under their relinquished education program. The public law enacting the Post-9/11
GI Bill limits the entitlement of those individuals electing to transfer from the
Montgomery GI Bill. Such individuals may receive only the number of months of
Montgomery GI Bill entitlement they have remaining at the point they elect bene-
fits. In some instances, individuals may realize it would be better to utilize all their
Montgomery GI Bill before electing the Post-9/11 GI Bill. However, even though in-
formation was available to help them make that decision, some may not have con-
sidered that information when electing to transfer before their Montgomery GI Bill
was exhausted.

Additionally, in states with low basic housing allowances, a student might not di-
rectly receive as much as he or she did under a previous program.

While the information is available on our Web site, in fact sheets, and at schools,
the complexity and variances between the multiple programs may cause some stu-
dents to make a decision to elect a new benefit assuming it was a better benefit
without fully reviewing the available materials.

Question 9B. What steps does VA take to counsel veterans on the pros and cons
of switching to the Post-9/11 GI Bill before they make a decision? Is there more that
could be done in this regard?

Response. As stated in the response to question 9A, VA provides information on
the GI Bill Web site to assist Veterans in determining the pros and cons of each
education program. Veterans can also contact the Education Call Center for guid-
ance regarding the different VA education programs.

Streamlining the existing benefits into one program with less complex rules would
assist students in planning. Even though VA personnel can assist in the decision,
if the student changes schools, the elected benefit might not have been the best
choice. VA is willing to work with Congress to streamline the programs to better
serve Veterans and their families.

Question 10. Under the Post-9/11 GI Bill, VA makes payments directly to a school
for the amount of the veteran’s tuition and fees.

Question 10A. If a school did not actually charge the veteran because, for example,
the veteran had scholarships, had an employer paying for school, or received a waiv-
er of fees because of his or her veteran status, do the schools ever try to return
those payments to VA?

Response. We are aware that some schools have returned such payments. Please
refer to the attached copy of VAOGCPREC 3-2010 which discusses this matter. [See
response to Question 5 from Senator Akaka.]

Question 10B. If so, what happens in those circumstances and how often has that
happened?

Response. When VA receives returned tuition and fee payments for reasons other
than those listed in the response to question 2E, we have to determine why the
money was sent and how to credit the money to the student’s VA account. The
money is first credited into a general account until we can determine how the
money should be credited to the student’s account. In those instances where the
money was returned because the student’s enrollment changed, VA will credit the
returned money to reduce any overpayment of tuition and fees. We do not have
available the number of cases involved, as the school sometimes returns one large
payment. However, it is happening routinely, especially as more and more aid 1s
available to Veterans. VA will issue guidance in the near future to schools and cred-
it monies or return monies as appropriate.

Because VA’s other education benefit programs have been paid as monthly allow-
ances, VA was not aware of the multitude of programs that provide aid to student
Veterans. Some aid is specifically for tuition and fees and other aid can be applied
to any cost of education. As more and more questions came from school officials, and
schools began returning money, VA requested legal guidance to address the issue.
The issue is further complicated because some aid comes in after schools certify en-
rollment to VA and some aid is available before certification.

Question 11. According to VA’s testimony, the first release of the long-term solu-
tion was deployed on March 31, 2010, but it did not include all of the functionality
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that VA originally expected it to contain and was released as a limited pilot. At the
hearing, VA testified that 16 employees are currently using that system but that
it will be rolled out to other offices.

Question 11A. Is there a process in place for soliciting and receiving feedback from
the employees using the first release? If so, what type of feedback has VA received?

Response. Yes and we are receiving mostly positive feedback from our customers.

Question 11B. Please provide a timeline for when the first release will be rolled
out to other offices.

Response. Limited Release 1 of the LTS deployed March 31, 2010, to one of the
four RPOs per VBA’s deployment plan. The application deployed to the remaining
RPOs on April 12, 2010, and April 19, 2010.

Question 11C. Are there other planned releases of the long-term solution that are
expected to have less functionality than originally planned?

Response. As stated in the Honorable Roger Baker’s testimony of January 21,
2010, Release lof the LTS was scheduled for deployment on March 31, 2010. VA
expected Release 1 to include functionality for a number of items, including the abil-
ity to complete original claims and the ability to process amended awards. As our
subject matter experts worked with the SPAWAR team, new software requirements
were identified and the complexity of the amended awards functionality was better
understood. It became clear these requirements could not be incorporated into Re-
lease 1 by the March 31, 2010, milestone date.

Therefore, a decision was made in conjunction with VBA, our customer, to deliver
reduced functionality in order to make the milestone date. The reduced functionality
included the ability to complete original claims and many other capabilities. Another
important consideration in this decision was the critical need for VA staff to use the
LTS software for production work in order to provide assurance the software was
acceptable and reliable for the long term.

Release 2, currently scheduled for June 30, 2010, will serve as the foundation
from which the VA will retire the Interim solution and automate the Education Ben-
efits business process. The scope of Releases 3 and 4, currently scheduled for Sep-
tember 30, 2010, and December 31, 2010, respectively, will contain interfaces to
education legacy systems in order to pre-populate data and automate payment. The
final scope for these releases is not set.

It is important to recognize that the methodology we are using to deliver this sys-
tem to our VBA partners is based on agile approach. It is based on making tradeoffs
between schedule and functionality. We have fixed the schedule so that there is a
release every three months. To accomplish this we adjust the delivered functionally
to what can be done—not what we would like to do. This is a significant change
to how VA and most of the Federal Government has managed IT development
projects previously. As a result, today we can report that the system works, it is
in limited production, and we are getting positive feedback from our customers.

Question 11D. What level of assurance can VA provide that the planned December
2010 full implementation date for the long-term solution will be met?

Response. Based on the project schedule, VA has full confidence we will deliver
the system functionality expected by the business community by December 2010.

Question 12. At the hearing, VA discussed the fact that the monthly housing al-
lowance payments being sent by VA in 2010 do not yet reflect a cost-of-living adjust-
ment made to the Basic Allowance for Housing rates and that a fix to that problem
likely would not occur until July 2010. A witness at the hearing expressed concern
about veterans receiving “less money than originally budgeted.”

Question 12A. Did VA notify current participants in the Post-9/11 GI Bill program
that their monthly housing allowance payments would not reflect the cost-of-living
adjustment until July? If so, please provide a copy of the notification.

Response. VA has not notified Post-9/11 GI Bill beneficiaries that their monthly
howilsing allowance payments would not reflect the cost-of-living adjustment until
July.

Question 12B. Are there any policies in place to more quickly provide the correct
amount of housing allowance payments to veterans who may be experiencing finan-
cial difficulties?

Response. Because of limited automated support at implementation and because
January 2010 rates were not available from DOD until December 2009, VA only had
the capability of creating a single rate table for 2009. In December, VA’s Office of
Information and Technology and SPAWAR were fully engaged in development of the
long-term solution. Additional comprehensive changes to the interim solution were
not undertaken. The system capabilities to accommodate more than one rate table
and perform multiple calculations are included in release 2 of the long-term solu-
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tion. Release 2 is scheduled for delivery on June 30, 2010. Release 2 will provide
the capability to pay 2009 and 2010 rates, as well as any future increases.

RESPONSE TO POST-HEARING QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY HON. MIKE JOHANNS TO
KEITH WILSON, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION SERVICE, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS
AFFAIRS

Question 1. Calls to the main call center in Oklahoma too often result in no infor-
mation and no other recourse for Post-9/11 recipients with claim problems. Call cen-
ter staff are apparently not empowered to pass callers to higher-level supervisors
for resolution of unique problems. In fact, constituents have told my staff they were
advised to “call their congressman” by call center staff. Until the call center can ac-
tually initiate action to resolved issues it will continue to receive repeat calls on the
same problems. What is the VA doing to make the call centers more responsive to
real problems?

Response. Education Call Center personnel receive ongoing training on telephone
skills, customer service, and procedural updates. Agents should not advise callers
to contact their Congressional representatives to resolve a claim related issue. How-
ever, an agent may explain to a caller that only Congress can make changes to legis-
lative issues. For example, the call center received many calls from former service-
members who left service prior to August 1, 2009, who wanted to transfer their ben-
efits to family members. Such callers would be informed that Congress would need
to change the law in order for VA to make payment.

In the event a call center agent is not able to resolve a particular issue, proce-
dures are in place to transfer the call to an Education Case Manager. Since October
1, 2009, over 1,500 calls have been transferred in this manner.

Question 2. Constituent calls to the debt collection center to reconcile incorrectly
generated debt notices are usually told all the debt center does is issue notices
based on requests from other offices in the VA. There does not seem to be a mecha-
nism for working issues between claim processing and debt collection. What is the
VA doing to better coordinate debt generation offices with debt collection offices to
preclude persistent debt collection notices after problems have already been solved?

Response. We are not aware of callers routinely being advised that the Debt Man-
agement Center (DMC) only issues notice based on requests from other offices in
VA. DMC telephone agents spend the majority of their time on the telephone assist-
ing Veterans in reconciling differences and understanding their benefit payments
and accounts. If an issue exists where DMC cannot assist a Veteran due to addi-
tional paperwork or documentation required by the Education Regional Processing
Offices, the debtor is advised to call the Education Call Center for further assist-
ance.

Question 3. I would also like to know if VA is considering greater use of state
points of contact for dealing with Post-9/11 benefit issues. Some of the issues are
school specific that can be quickly identified and worked at the state level while
going unnoticed at national call center.

Response. VA has a designated an education liaison representative to serve as the
point of contact for each state. In addition, each state appoints a State Approving
Agency (SAA) for the purpose of approving programs of education or training for
Veterans (and other eligible persons) who receive education benefits from VA. The
SAAs operate under contract with VA. SAAs also assist with outreach and provide
information and support to school officials.

To address the high inventory of claims this past fall, VA’s ELRs were tempo-
rarily diverted from their main duties of liaison with the schools to assist with
claims processing. The ELRs have returned to their primary duties, and schools now
have better access to their representative.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Mr. Wilson.
Now, Mr. Warren, we would please proceed with your statement.

STATEMENT OF STEPHEN WARREN, PRINCIPAL DEPUTY SEC-
RETARY, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, VETERANS BENE-
FITS ADMINISTRATION, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS
AFFAIRS

Mr. WARREN. Good morning, Mr. Chairman, Senator Tester.
Chairman AKAKA. Good morning.
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Mr. WARREN. As stated by Mr. Wilson, we partnered with
SPAWAR to actually build this long-term solution for the future
while the VA worked with an interim solution to meet the commit-
ments that had been made.

Four phases. We deployed that first phase on March 31, as we
had committed to. Even though it was a limited deployment, the
functionality that was contained in it was actually quite extensive.
It was able to calculate new original awards; automate the calcula-
tion of awards, including tuition and fees, housing, books and sup-
plies, Yellow Ribbon, Chapter 30, 1606 kickers; the automated cal-
culation for awards for overlapping terms and intervals, including
interval rules for summer terms and demographic and service data
from the VA DOD repository where we share information.

We did a limited deployment to make sure that what actually de-
ployed out became that platform for the future, as Mr. Wilson men-
tioned. So when that next increment comes out at the end of June,
it will be able to retire that interim solution. As Mr. Wilson men-
tioned, it is four different systems that have to be used today in
terms of fitting those two together, and the June 30 deployment
will then pick that up, retire the old system, and simplify what ef-
forts the examiners need to go through.

The feedback that we are receiving today is that this first incre-
ment offers an ease of use and increased efficiency. We are looking
at reductions in time from 15 to 25 percent to process those, so that
is a great start, again, in a limited deployment to make sure it is
ready going forward.

We still have that second release to release—or second increment
to release the end of June. The third one is scheduled for the end
of September and the final one for December. So those are still on
track.

There are a number of challenges in deploying this long-term so-
lution. One of the things that is key to recognize is the method-
ology that we are using to deploy this system, one that is using
something called an agile methodology. It involves short incre-
ments in defined periods of time. So the commitment we have
made is every 3 months we will deliver more functionality.

So instead of going many, many years as IT projects in the gov-
ernment have done in the past—many years without really getting
something—we are on a path to deliver functionality on 3-month
increments. We delivered the first increment; it works. So instead
of something that may have happened, we delivered capability. The
next increment comes out in 3 months. The next increment comes
out in 3 months. So we are building on successes to ensure that
our partners in the Veterans Benefits Administration have the
tools they need.

This ends my verbal remarks, and I will answer any questions.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Mr. Warren.

Mr. Osendorf, your statement, please.

STATEMENT OF DAN OSENDORF, DIRECTOR, DEBT MANAGE-
MENT CENTER, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

Mr. OSENDORF. Good morning, Chairman Akaka, Senator Tester
and Members of the Committee. I appreciate this opportunity. My
testimony will address the recruitment of advance payments.
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In October 2009, the VA began issuing advance payments to vet-
erans and servicemembers who had not received their VA benefits
for the fall enrollment period. This was done to ensure that they
could focus on their academic studies and not be burdened with
their financial concerns. VA notified advance payment recipients in
late January and February of the reimbursement process for the
advanced payments. Notification explained that $750 would be de-
ducted from their monthly education payments beginning April 1,
and they could make arrangements with the Debt Management
Center for a reduced withholding if the $750 was causing a finan-
cial hardship. Individuals not currently enrolled in school receive
notification on how payment arrangements could be made to satisfy
the debt.

Anticipating a large number of requests for lower withholding for
the April 1 check, DMC added six telephone lines and eight opera-
tors and extended telephone service hours an additional hour to
handle the increased volume.

In addition, we created a form that allowed them to request a re-
duced withholding and could be e-mailed to DMC. This was also
furnished to the VBA education Web site so they could take tele-
phone calls and forward the forms to us. We created special mail-
boxes where they could send the forms to; we could process them
through. In addition, VBA added the form to its education Web site
so individuals could go online, fill out the form themselves, and
then e-mail it to DMC.

On April 1 we had processed approximately 12,000 requests for
lower withholding. We continue to receive requests for partial
withholdings of the April 1 check and reduce withholdings from fu-
ture checks. To provide the greatest flexibility to our veterans, re-
payment plans are being set retroactive to April 1 and refunds of
amounts collected above the requested payment amount are being
refunded. Through mid April, requests have totaled over $22,000.
Of the $355.5 million issued to advance payment recipients, we
have collected over $75 million through payments and offsets.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my statement. I would be pleased
to answer any questions you or the Members may have.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Mr. Osendorf.

Mr. Clark, please proceed with your statement.

STATEMENT OF ROBERT E. CLARK, ASSISTANT DIRECTOR FOR
ACCESSION POLICY, OFFICE OF THE UNDER SECRETARY OF
DEFENSE FOR PERSONNEL AND READINESS, U.S. DEPART-
MENT OF DEFENSE

Mr. CLARK. Good morning, Chairman Akaka, Senator Tester,
Senator Brown. I am pleased to appear today to discuss the De-
partment of Defense’s role in the implementation of the Post-9/11
GI Bill. There is little doubt that this new educational assistance
program represents the most sweeping change in post-service edu-
cation benefits since World War II. As the Chairman eloquently
discussed, he believes that he would not be here today were it not
for that landmark bill.

The original GI Bill of Rights, created at the end of World War
II, gave returning servicemembers a comprehensive package of
benefits to compensate for opportunities lost while in the military
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and to ease their transition back into civilian life. That GI Bill of-
fered returning soldiers, sailors, Marines, and airmen payment for
tuition, fees, books and supplies, along with a living stipend at the
educational institution of the veteran’s choice.

Although there have been several GI Bills since the original, the
Post-9/11 GI Bill is the first to directly mirror this original mile-
stone program, again offering returning soldiers, sailors, Marines,
and airmen payment for tuition, fees, books and supplies along
with a living stipend at the educational institution of the veteran’s
choice. However, one difference is that the original GI Bill was de-
signed to ease the transition to civilian life from a conscripted mili-
tary during a massive drawdown, during a short period of time.

Today’s military is different. Since 1973, we have defended this
Nation with a volunteer force, and our military force has main-
tained a consistent level of stability without massive drawdowns.
Therefore, along with the codified purpose to assist veterans in re-
adjusting to civilian life after wartime service, the Post-9/11 GI Bill
also is designed to have a positive effect on recruitment for the
Armed Forces.

For today’s hearing, you asked me to comment on the role DOD
has played in the implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill and how
DOD and the Department of Veterans Affairs have and continue to
work together to ensure success in the administration of this new
program. This strong relationship between DOD and VA during the
first year of the Post-9/11 GI Bill has clearly been a team effort
benefiting servicemembers, veterans and their families.

Specifically, DOD has three major roles in implementation. The
first role in successful implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill is
the sharing of service data with VA. We recognize the road to be-
coming a veteran always entails passage through service in the
military. Accurate reporting of that service is vital to the deter-
mination of eligibility for post-service education benefits. We recog-
nize our role in that reporting.

The second and third roles DOD plays in the Post-9/11 GI Bill
implementation both stem from two special provisions in the stat-
ute: the ability to offer a supplemental educational benefit, com-
monly referred to as a kicker; and the ability to offer career ser-
vicemembers the opportunity to share or transfer their earned but
unused education benefits to immediate family members.

Following the model of the very effective Montgomery GI Bill col-
lege funds used since the 1980s, kickers allow the services to sup-
plement the monthly education assistance for members we recruit
or retain with critical skills or specialties and for incentivizing fur-
ther service. The existing MGIB college funds are funded by the
military services but administered and paid by VA through the use
of the DOD education benefits fund.

Unfortunately, even though kickers are authorized under the
Post-9/11 GI Bill, the authority to use this fund was not included
in the statute. We have requested a technical amendment to allow
use of that fund for kickers associated with the Post-9/11 GI Bill
education benefits to rectify this situation in our 2011 legislative
proposal package for the fiscal year 2011 National Defense Author-
ization Bill.
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DOD’s third major role is the implementation of the provision
that allows the Secretary of Defense, for the purpose of promoting
recruitment and retention, to permit members of the Armed Forces
to elect to transfer all or a portion of their unused educational enti-
tlement to a spouse and/or child. Family members and quality-of-
life groups throughout the Department have requested such trans-
ferability for many years, and we believe this will have a signifi-
cant impact in our retention efforts.

The transferability process is a shared responsibility with DOD
accepting and approving the request to transfer and VA admin-
istering the transferred benefit just as they administer benefits for
servicemembers and veterans. In implementing our responsibilities
under this provision, we established a web-based paperless process
for approval and submission to VA. To date, over 105,000 requests
from career servicemembers have been approved, transferring un-
used benefits to over 240,000 family members.

DOD is committed to the success of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. From
the beginning, we started outreach to both our internal and exter-
nal audiences. To support recruiting, the Post-9/11 GI Bill has be-
come an integral part of both service recruiting programs and joint
advertising. To support retention, we established a special page on
the Defense Link Web site for the Post-9/11 GI Bill, participated
in numerous interviews and round tables resulting in articles in al-
most every military installation newspaper, published a final rule
in the Federal Register, and printed information and links to both
the VA Web site for the Post-9/11 GI Bill and the DOD Web site
on leave and earnings statements for all military members. We
have been working very closely with VA Education Services since
the enactment and will continue to work side-by-side with staff.

I thank the Committee for the continued dedicated support to
men and women everywhere who currently serve and to those who
have served our great Nation. This concludes my testimony. I will
be glad to answer any questions you may have.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Clark follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF ROBERT E. CLARK, ASSISTANT DIRECTOR FOR ACCESSION
Poricy, OFFICE OF THE UNDER SECRETARY OF DEFENSE FOR PERSONNEL AND
READINESS, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE

Good afternoon, Mr. Chairman and esteemed Members of the Committee. I am
pleased to appear before you today to discuss the Department of Defense’s (DOD)
role in the implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, as enacted in Public Law 110—
252, and codified in Chapter 33, title 38, United States Code. There is little doubt
this new educational assistance program represents the most sweeping change in
post-service education benefits since World War II.

The original “GI Bill of Rights,” created at the end of World War II, gave return-
ing Servicemembers a comprehensive package of benefits to compensate for opportu-
nities lost while in the military, and to ease their transition back into civilian life.
The noted economist, Peter Drucker, described that GI Bill by saying, “Future histo-
rians may consider it the most important event of the 20th century.” Perhaps the
most far-reaching provision of the GI Bill was the financial assistance it made avail-
able for veterans to attend college. The GI Bill offered returning Soldiers, Sailors,
Marines, and Airmen payment for tuition, fees, books, and supplies, along with a
living stipend, at the educational institution of the veteran’s choice. With over 7.8
million veterans receiving education or training, this landmark program changed
the face of higher education, and many have said directly led to the creation of the
American middle class.

Although there have been several GI Bills since the original, the Post-9/11 GI Bill
is the first to directly mirror this original milestone program, again offering the re-
turning Soldiers, Sailors, Marines and Airmen payment for tuition, fees, books, and



30

supplies, along with a living stipend, at the educational institution of the veteran’s
choice. However, one difference is the original GI Bill was designed to ease the tran-
sition to civilian life from a conscripted military force during a massive drawdown
during a short period of time. Today’s military is much different—since 1973, we
have defended this Nation with a volunteer force, and our military forces maintain
a consistent level of stability without massive drawdowns. Therefore, along with a
codified purpose to “* * * agsist veterans in readjusting to civilian life after war-
time service * * *” the Post-9/11 GI Bill also is designed to have a positive effect
on recruitment for the Armed Forces.

The Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB) has been a cornerstone of our military recruiting
efforts since 1985, and a major contributor to the success of the All-Volunteer Force.
Money for future education has been and remains at the forefront of reasons young
Americans cite for joining the military. There is no doubt that the Post-9/11 GI Bill
will continue to have this impact.

For today’s hearing, you asked me to comment on the role DOD has played in
the implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, and how DOD and the Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) have and continue to work together to ensure success in the
administration of this new program. This strong relationship between DOD and VA
during the first year of the Post-9/11 GI Bill has clearly been a team effort bene-
fiting Servicemembers, veterans, and their families. Specifically, DOD has three
major roles in this implementation.

The Department’s first role in the successful implementation of the Post-9/11 GI
Bill is the sharing of service data with VA. We recognize the road to becoming a
veteran always entails passage through service in the military. Accurate reporting
of that service is vital to the determination of eligibility for all post-service edu-
cation benefits. We recognize our role in that reporting.

Since 2003, the Department has been providing automated daily updates to Ser-
vicemember and veteran personnel data to VA. From the day the person enlists or
is commissioned into the military, DOD sends a record to VA, and we update this
information as it changes. All of this is stored in VA’s VA and DOD Information
Repository (VADIR). This is accomplished by means of a once-daily replication of the
Defense Enrollment and Eligibility Reporting System (DEERS) to VADIR. With the
implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, we have included the identification and
transfer of those family members to whom the Servicemembers have elected to
transfer their educational benefits in VADIR. This provides VA with daily updates
to approved Servicemember transfers of this benefit, and allows VA to administer
payments.

For those instances where there are questions about a Servicemember’s or vet-
eran’s record, we have in place an effective and direct line of communication be-
tween the VA Regional Processing Offices and each of the Service Components.
DOD provides VA a list of Service Points of Contact who are able to provide imme-
diate responses either via telephone or e-mail. Through this formalized process, VA
claims examiners have the ability to quickly get updates or clarifications.

The second and third roles DOD plays in Post-9/11 GI Bill implementation both
stem from two special provisions in the statute—the ability to offer a supplemental
educational benefit, commonly referred to as “kickers,” and the ability to offer eligi-
ble career Servicemembers the opportunity to share or transfer their earned, but un-
used, education assistance benefits to their immediate family members.

“Kickers” as authorized in section 3316, title 38, United States Code, allow the
Services to provide additional monthly educational assistance to recruit or retain
members with critical skills or specialties and for incentivizing additional service.
Following the model of the very effective MGIB “College Funds” used since the
1980s, these “kickers” will assist the Services in recruiting high quality youth into
critical and hard-to-fill military specialties, encourage these young men and women
to serve for longer terms of service, and incentivize service in the Selected Reserve
for those who separate. Unfortunately, even though “kickers” are authorized under
the Post-9/11 GI Bill, the statute as written does not allow us to use them. The cur-
rent MGIB “College Funds” are funded by the military Services, but administered
and paid by VA through the use of the DOD Education Benefits Fund (EBF). For
each “College Fund” offered, the Service makes an actuarially determined deposit
into the EBF, and when the Servicemember or veteran uses the benefit, VA includes
the supplemental amount in the payment to the individual and draws reimburse-
ment from the EBF. To allow the Services to use Post-9/11 GI Bill “kickers,” we re-
quested a technical amendment in our 2011 legislative proposal package for the FY
2011 National Defense Authorization Bill to allow the Service to make deposits into
the EBF and for VA to draw reimbursement from the EBF for “kickers” associated
with the Post-9/11 GI Bill education benefits.
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DOD’s third major role is the implementation of the provision that allows the Sec-
retary of Defense, for the purpose of promoting recruitment and retention, to permit
certain members of the Armed Forces to elect to transfer all or a portion of their
unused educational entitlement to a spouse and/or child. Family members and qual-
ity of life groups throughout the Department have supported transferability of edu-
cation benefits. Due to the requirement that members must commit to additional
service to be eligible to transfer unused education benefits, transferability is a sig-
nificant incentive for continued service. The transferability process is a shared re-
sponsibility—with DOD accepting and approving the request to transfer, and VA ad-
ministering the transferred benefit just as they administer benefits for Service-
members and Veterans.

In implementing our responsibilities under this provision, DOD established a
Web-based paperless process for approval and submission to VA, the Transferability
of Educational Benefits (TEB) system. Career Servicemembers, either active duty or
selected reservist, log into TEB, a secure site, with their common access card or
unique ID and password. TEB provides them a screen that shows all family mem-
bers who are enrolled in DEERS and eligible for military benefits. The individual
may then select the family member(s) and enter the number of months of benefit
each receives. This request goes to the Service for approval. The Service verifies the
member has completed the required additional service commitment and approves
the request. Approved requests are shared with VA on a nightly basis through
VADIR, as earlier described. Transferability has been well received by our career
force. To date, over 105,000 requests from career servicemembers have been ap-
proved—transferring months of benefit eligibility to over 240,000 family members.

DOD is committed to the success of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. From the beginning,
we started outreach to both our internal and external audiences. To support recruit-
ing, the Post-9/11 GI Bill has become an integral part of both Service and joint ad-
vertising. To support retention, we established a special page on Defense Link for
the Post-9/11 GI Bill, participated in numerous interviews and roundtables, pub-
lished a final rule on DOD implementation in the Federal Register, and printed in-
formation and links to VA Post-9/11 GI Bill web sites on Leave and Earnings State-
ments for all military members. The Department has been working very closely with
the VA Education Service since enactment, and will continue to work side-by-side
with VA staff. The Post-9/11 GI Bill will have major impacts on DOD recruiting and
retention. Recruiting and retention are the critical goals that guide how we imple-
ment this program. We recognize our duty to staff the All-Volunteer Force with
high-quality, motivated, and well-trained men and women. As we move through the
21st Century, we must continue to buildupon the remarkable legacy of the vision-
aries who crafted the original and preceding versions and improvements to the GI
Bill. I thank this Committee for its continued, dedicated support to the men and
women everywhere who currently serve and to those who have served our great Na-
tion. I will be happy to answer any question you might have at this time.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Mr. Clark.

Before we move on here, I would like to ask Mr. Wilson whether
you would like to go through some of your slides before we get to
other statements and questions.

Mr. WILSON. I am prepared to do that now, Mr. Chairman. We
are flexible. One of the key things that we were asked to talk about
was the claims examiner experience. So the slides will give you and
the Committee an understanding of what our claims examiners are
going through to provide the benefits to the students. If you are
prepared for that now, I can do that.

Chairman AKAKA. Well, if this is appropriate for you, will you
run the slides please?

Mr. WILSON. Yes, sir.

The VA has prepared four slides that provide an overview of
what it takes to provide benefits to students as compared to what
it takes to provide students under our other programs, most specifi-
cally the Montgomery GI Bill.

The first slide entitled “Benefits Payments” is a side-by-side com-
parison of the structure and needs under the Montgomery GI Bill
versus the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Under the existing benefit payment
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structures existing prior to the Post-9/11 GI Bill, we were looking
at essentially a single monthly benefit payment specifically to the
individual. One payment went out each month directly to the indi-
vidual. Benefit payments were paid essentially according to a fixed-
rate scale. There were some variations in that, but basically, it was
a one-size-fits-all type of program, and it still is. All benefits were
paid again directly to the beneficiary.

Benefit Payments

Chapter 33 Benefit Payments

Existing Benefit Payments

«  Up to five different benefit payments
per beneficiary

Single, monthly benefit
payment per individual
Benefits paid according to a
fixed rate scale based upon
length of service for each
program

All benefits paid directly to the

No set rate — benefit payments va
based upon individuaﬁ’s length ofry
service, BAH rate for the school’s zip
code, rate of pursuit and maximum
tuition and fees rate for each state
Lump-sum tuition and fee payments
and Yellow Ribbon payments (if
applicable) paid directly to school at the
beginning of each term

Housing allowance paid monthly to the
beneficiary

«  Books and sup%lies stipend paid to the
beneficiary at the beginning of each
term

« Kicker payments (if applicable) paid to
the beneﬁycTiIzliry at the 2E)eginning of each
term

beneficiary

Under the Post-9/11 GI Bill, there are up to five different benefit
payments per beneficiary, and there is no set rate. I think that is
one of the key messages on this slide, the actual payment amounts
that are going out will be unique to each individual. If two individ-
uals receive the exact same payment amounts, it will be purely co-
incidental because their tuition and fee charges will be different,;
they will be living in different ZIP codes for the housing rates, et
cetera.

There is, as you are aware, lump sum payment for tuition and
fees at the beginning of the semester. There is also a monthly pay-
ment that goes to the student for their housing allowance. There
is also a single payment, the books and supplies stipend, that is
paid at the beginning of the semester.

In addition to that, if an individual is eligible for kickers under
any of the other benefit programs, then, as applicable, those kick-
ers are paid separately to the individual.
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Claims Processing Comparison

Chapter 30

Chapter 30 processing of an
original claim with an
enrollment certification (to
generate payment) requires generate payment) requires
on average 15 minutes per on average 82 minutes per
claim. claim.

Chapter 33

Chapter 33 processing of an
original claim with an
enrollment certification (to

actions per claim
« Data entry into 1 system
 2-3individuals required to
complete a claim

« Approximately 16 manual » Approximately 31 manual

actions per claim

» Data entry into 4 separate
systems

* 4-5individuals required to

complete a claim

The next slide, entitled “Claims Processing Comparison,” gives in
terms of time, clock time, what it takes to actually process a claim.
And I would point out two numbers on this slide. The first, under
Chapter 30 is the 15 minutes per claim. Chapter 30 processing of
an original claim with an enrollment certification takes about 15
minutes. There are approximately 16 manual steps of data entry
into one system.

Compared with the Post-9/11 GI Bill, it takes about 82 minutes
on average to process the same work, an original claim again with
an enrollment certification. About 31 manual actions are required
for that claim: it requires data entry, separate data entry, and
keystroking information into four separate systems. Those systems
do not interface.
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Chapter 30 Claims Processing Tasks

Task Automated? Manual?

Claims Establishment X

Review Address Information X
Enter EFT Information X

Enter Service Information X

Enter Entitlement Information X

Determine Eligibility & Entitlement X

Review Program Approval Information

Enter Enrollment Information
Start Date
End Date

Start Reason

End Reason

Type of Training

Training Time

Type of Hours

Number of Hours

Charges

XUIXPIXIX XXX X|X{X|[X]|X

Authorize Claim

Generate Letter X

Generate Payment(s) X

The next two slides give more specificity. The first titled “Chap-
ter 30 Claims Processing Tasks” is a line-by-line breakdown of the
steps that an individual needs to take to administer a Chapter 30
payment and whether that process is automated to some degree or
whether it is manual to some degree. As you can see, the 16 steps
are listed here that are required for the Chapter 30 process. Again,
this is a summary. These are the details of what occurs during
those 15 minutes to process a Montgomery GI Bill claim.
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Chapter 33 Claims Processing Tasks

Task Automated | Manual Task Automated | Manual
Claims Establishment X Charges X

Review Address Information X Full Time Hours X

Enter EFT Information X Distance Hours X
Enter Biographical Information X Yellow Ribbon Program

Enter Service Information X Copy & Paste Notepad X
Enter Entittement Information X Determine Awd Adjustments | X

Copy & Paste Notepad X Enter Adjustments - FET X
Determine Eligibility & Entitlement | X Copy & Paste Notepad X
Enter E&E Calculations - FET X Verify No Adjustments Req’d | X

Enter E&E Calculations - BET X Authorize Claim X
Review Program Approval X Generate Letter X
Enter Enroliment Information X Input Fiscal Transaction 1* X
Start Date X Authorize Transaction 1* X
End Date X Input Fiscal Transaction 2* X
Type of Training X Authorize Transaction 2* X
Training Time X Input Fiscal Transaction 3* X
Type of Hours X Authorize Transaction 3* X
Number of Hours X *Actions completed by fiscal technicians

Turning to the last slide, titled “Chapter 33 Claims Processing
Tasks,” you can see that there are many more steps to process a
Chapter 30 claim, noting the 33 steps that I talked about. And
these are the individual steps that go into the 82-minutes it takes
to process a claim under Chapter 33. As you can see, some of those
are automated. The majority of those are manual, requiring a lot
of manual keystroking for our claims examiners.

All total right now, we have about 1,100 individuals processing
claims for all our benefit programs. That is for the Post-9/11 GI Bill
as well as the other education programs we administer.

I would be happy to answer any questions that you or any mem-
ber may have, sir.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Mr. Wilson. Let me
begin.

Mr. Wilson, what one change do you believe would be most im-
portant to make in order to streamline and simplify the implemen-
tation of a new program?

Mr. WILSON. I have to limit that to one? The program itself is
a fabulous program, and anything that I would say, I would not
want to detract from the significance of this program.

From the user perspective—the students, the veterans’ perspec-
tive—what I hear a lot about is the confusion of having more than
one GI Bill program. As you are aware, the programs that we had
prior to the Post-9/11 GI Bill are still in existence, and individuals
need to make those decisions on what the best program is for them
based on their unique situations. It is not always the Post-9/11 GI
Bill; it is not always the Montgomery GI Bill, but that decision
process causes a lot of confusion for our students, and it makes it
that much more cumbersome for us to administer.
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There are a lot of other technical issues with the payment struc-
ture and timing. For example, paying the tuition and fees and set-
ting the tuition and fee structure at the beginning of the year
causes us a lot of problems because at the time that the States are
setting their tuition rates, that is the same time that schools are
submitting enrollment information to us and we want to pay cor-
rect benefits. So, the crunch time that occurs in the fall with the
establishment of rates is very challenging.

Chairman AKAKA. Mr. Warren, could you please describe in more
detail what the purpose of a Web interface is and how that will im-
prove the process?

Mr. WARREN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. The processes that were
laid out on the charts for Mr. Wilson actually reflect the steps that
the employees are going through today for the interim approach.
The interim approach was a manually augmented effort. With the
time we had for implementation, that was the best we could do:
four different tools, multiple screens.

The long-term solution that we are working through, the first in-
crement that has been deployed and is in use, takes all those steps
and automates them. The goal is to give a single environment
which the education employee can go through and things happen
for them. So, the goal is to take all those steps and reduce the time.

We are seeing some benefit with the first release that is out on
the table in terms of usability and access. We still have the dif-
ferent data feeds, which is a large part of this. I need to look in
different systems to make decisions. Those get pulled in as we go
forward. So as we hit Increment 2 the majority of those manual
steps should be retired, so it becomes automated.

So, that is looking at it from the VBA or the VA employee’s
standpoint. There also is the intent of putting a self-service portal
out there for the veteran to use as well, so that they can access in-
formation. So Increment 4, looking in the December timeframe or
the one after, offers the ability for the veteran to log in and actu-
ally see where they are in the process, so there would be a little
bit more confidence regarding when the check will come, if some-
thing is missing, and where it is in process. So hopefully, that an-
swered your question, sir.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you.

Mr. Osendorf, could you explain what happened on April 1 when
VA recovered the wrong amount of emergency pay from 6,000 vet-
erans? Also, what steps have been taken to ensure that this will
not happen moving forward?

Mr. OSENDORF. It was a glitch in the system that if the veteran
was ending his entitlement in that semester, the system would
grab the entire last check and ignore the deduction that was set
on the account. When the VA discovered that, they immediately
identified those particular people and got checks issued to them for
the difference between what should have been withheld and what
was actually withheld. That glitch has been fixed.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you.

Mr. Clark, when new recruits enter the service, what advice are
they given about the need to make a $1,200 contribution to the
Montgomery GI Bill?
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Mr. CLARK. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. As Mr. Wilson stated, the
Montgomery GI Bill still remains in effect even though the Post-
9/11 GI Bill has come online. And by law, by statute, every new
member who enters the military who is eligible is automatically en-
rolled in the Montgomery GI Bill. They must make a positive step
to disenrolling.

From the very beginning we put word out to all of the training
sites to ensure that these new members realized that there are lim-
itations on the ways that the Post-9/11 GI Bill can be used. It is
limited to institutions of higher learning, where the Montgomery
GI Bill can be used for on-the-job training, apprenticeship pro-
grams, vocational programs, flight training, and many other ways
of training. So, we have advised them to keep in mind what their
post-service options may be.

I am pleased to report that although they have dropped off a lit-
tle bit, traditionally for the last 10 or so years over 95 percent of
our new recruits have decided to stay enrolled in the Montgomery
GI Bill. We are still seeing between 90 and 95 percent of our new
recruits remaining enrolled in the Montgomery GI Bill to retain
their options. We tell them even if you enroll and remain enrolled
in the Montgomery GI Bill, you can always convert over to the
Post-9/11 GI Bill if that would be a better post-service program for
you.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much.

Let me call on our Ranking Member for his statement and ques-
tions.

STATEMENT OF HON. RICHARD BURR, RANKING MEMBER,
U.S. SENATOR FROM NORTH CAROLINA

Senator BURR. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Aloha, and my apolo-
gies for my tardiness today. I would ask unanimous consent that
my opening statement be a part of the record.

Chairman AKAKA. Your statement will be made a part of the
record.

[The prepared statement of Senator Burr follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. RICHARD BURR, RANKING MEMBER,
U.S. SENATOR FROM NORTH CAROLINA

Good morning, Mr. Chairman, and thank you for calling this hearing to discuss
the implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. I also want to thank our witnesses for
being here today. Your input will help us understand what worked well and where
mistakes were made in standing up this new education program. More importantly,
it will help us identify how veterans and their families can be better served as we
move forward.

This education program was created for those who have served in the Armed
Forces since the devastating attacks on September 11, 2001. When these brave men
and women choose to pursue their educational goals, their benefits need to be accu-
rate, timely, and hassle free.

Unfortunately, the first semester of this program did not go smoothly for many
of these veterans. As we’ll discuss today, some veterans experienced long delays,
frustrations, and financial strains while waiting to receive their education benefits.
And many schools had to find ways to accommodate veterans while waiting for VA
to pay the bills.

Recognizing these unacceptable delays, VA took a number of steps to get benefits
to veterans more quickly. For instance, VA issued over 120,000 emergency advance
payments and redirected more than 150 employees from VA’s Education Call Center
to processing claims. Although those and other measures did speed up the pay-
ments, they also created other problems.
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Some veterans initially had a hard time cashing VA’s handwritten emergency
checks and many emergency payments were sent to individuals who were not eligi-
ble to receive them. Also, there was a significant amount of frustration caused by
the fact that calls to VA went unanswered.

Other veterans ran into difficulties in paying VA back for the emergency advance
payments. Some received two separate letters from VA, containing different infor-
mation about the repayment process. And those who tried to call VA to discuss their
options may have reached only a busy signal. On top of that, thousands of veterans
initially had more money withheld from their April housing checks than VA had
agreed to hold back.

In addition, some veterans have faced problems resulting from incorrect payments
sent to their schools. As an example, a veteran from my home state of North Caro-
lina had his monthly housing allowance cutoff by VA in order to recoup a duplicate
tuition payment made to his school—even though the college had already sent the
flnoney back to VA. Unfortunately, as we’ll hear today, that was not an isolated inci-

ent.

In light of these and other issues surrounding the implementation of the Post-9/
11 GI Bill, I hope to have a candid discussion today about what went wrong, what
steps have already been taken to deal with those problems, and, more importantly,
what else can be done to improve the delivery of these benefits to veterans in North
Carolina and across the country.

In that regard, I am encouraged by signs that the current semester is proceeding
more smoothly and I appreciate the hard work of VA employees in making that hap-
pen. But, even with those improvements, I think it is important to fully understand
what stumbles occurred in standing up this program. That way VA, Congress, and
other stakeholders have the opportunity to learn from these experiences and try to
ensure that veterans will not endure similar problems in the future.

On a final note, Mr. Chairman, I want to mention how pleased I am to be working
with you on a draft bill to make technical changes to the Post-9/11 GI Bill. I believe
that draft will be a useful starting point in discussing how we may be able to im-
prove this program for our Nation’s veterans and their families.

Thank you again, Mr. Chairman. I yield back.

Senator BURR. Thank you. I would point out to the Chair that
the last paragraph of my opening statement praises his willingness
to work with me as we try to draft a technical corrections bill, and
I thank you, Mr. Chairman, for that.

After the February hearing on the progress—or excuse me; it was
actually on the budget request—I sent a number of post-hearing
questions to the VA. Since then, I have received answers to a small
handful of those questions.

Now, that was February, March, April, 60 days. So I am going
to take the opportunity today to try to get some answers to some
questions. OK? And if you would like to continue not to provide an-
swers to them, then I am going to make a request to the Chairman
that he peruse my questions to see if this should not be a request
that we make from the Committee because I think that these are
important questions, hence, important answers for us to do the
proper oversight of any agency or any program.

So, how many individuals received advance payments and were
later determined not to be eligible to receive those payments? And
I will open it up to whomever.

Mr. WILSON. I will do the best I can to take a shot at that. First
of all, let me apologize for the responses not being provided to you.
That is not the way we like to do business, and I will follow up
when I get back to the office.

[Responses were not received within the Committee’s timeframe
for publication.]

We have preliminary data, but the core issue that we are looking
at right now is validating the data. The Inspector General, VA In-
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spector General Office, is looking at the Post-9/11 GI Bill pay-
ments, including the advance payments, and once they have vali-
dated the information, then we will be able to have something solid
that we can talk about with a level of confidence.

Senator BURR. How much in total was disbursed to individuals
who were not entitled to advance payments?

Mr. WILSON. I would not know the answer to that. We need that
information from the Inspector General before we can determine
how many individuals and then by extension how much money that
would have been.

[Responses were not received within the Committee’s timeframe
for publication.]

Senator BURR. So would it be safe to say that you also would not
know how much has been recouped?

Mr. OSENDORF. I have got total recoupment: $75 million on all
advance payments that were issued, but I do not have any informa-
tion as to whether they were eligible or ineligible in my system.

Senator BURR. So what other advance payments would we have
recovered if they were not entitled? Why would we have recovered
other dollars? We overpaid?

Mr. WILSON. For every individual that received an advance pay-
ment, when their claim was processed the total amount that was
due, based on their claim situation, was paid. So they were paid
$3,000 in addition to the amount that they were entitled to, based
on their enrollment status. So our process for recouping the pay-
ments is to recoup that $3,000 that they were paid beyond what
they were entitled to under the program.

Senator BURR. But at $75 million worth of recouped money, we
still do not know whether we have recovered everybody’s $3,000
advance.

Is that an accurate statement?

Mr. OSENDORF. We have not collected everybody’s $3,000 ad-
vance.

Senator BURR. So if, in fact, we intended to overpay by $3,000,
the total value of overpayments of $3,000 made would be what?

l\gr. OSENDORF. That’s $355.5 million in total advance payments
made.

Senator BURR. Can you break that down for me for individuals?
My math is not real good.

Mr. OSENDORF. I believe it is 121,095.

Senator BURR. OK. So we do not know of that population who
was ineligible to receive a payment?

Mr. WiLsoON. That is correct.

Senator BURR. Does VA intend to provide advance payments in
the future?

Mr. WILSON. The short answer to that is no. We did not like
going down the advance payment road to begin with, but we felt
it was something that we had to do to make sure our students were
receiving the money they needed to stay in school.

Since we worked our way through the fall enrollment in August,
our ability to process claims has greatly increased. We believe we
have the resources in place to continue to provide timely payments.
At the beginning of the fall semester, we were processing, and had
the capability of processing, about 1,800 claims a day. Opening into
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the spring semester, it was about 7,000 a day which, obviously, our
timeliness is that much better. We expect to be able to maintain
that level of performance.

Senator BURR. If somebody does not repay that advance payment
that is owed back, what recourse do you have?

Mr. OSENDORF. They will go through the regular VA collection
process. They will get a series of letters. They will be referred to
a credit reporting agency. They will be referred to the Treasury
Offset Program for:

Senator BURR. Will their tuition payment for next year go out?

Mr. OSENDOREF. It should be offset against the overpayment.

Senator BURR. Should be or will be?

Mr. OSENDORF. It will be. The system is automatically designed
to do that.

Senator BURR. During the Fiscal Year 2011, how many full-time
individuals will be assigned to the Education Call Center?

Mr. WILsON. I will have to get those numbers for the record, Sen-
ator. I am not aware of the exact numbers. What I can tell you is
we do not expect a decline. We have no plan to decline the number
or trickle down the number of people that are in the call center.
It is approximately 200, but I will get the exact number.

Senator BURR. Does the 2011 budget request include funding for
sufficient education claims processing staff so that the Education
Call Center employees will not be redirected to claims processing?

Mr. WILSON. I do not have any direct information on the 2011
budget. I would be happy to provide those numbers for the record.

[Responses were not received within the Committee’s timeframe
for publication.]

Senator BURR. I thank you.

Mr. Chairman, my time has expired, but I would ask the Chair
to consider talking with me about a formal Committee request of
the questions. I submitted 300 questions to the Veterans Adminis-
tration. I got 111 responses after well over 60 days. As you can tell
from some of these, there are budgetary issues. They are issues
that will affect future payments of eligible individuals. There may
be individuals that lack an understanding that they were overpaid.

Until we get answers to questions, we do not know the next
questions to ask. Therefore, we are going to have individuals that
are in precarious situations. And if, in fact, we are going to go
through a technical corrections bill, we ought to figure out what is
broken, and that is why we need the answers to the questions. I
look forward to working with the Chair and thank the Chair.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you.

Senator Tester.

Senator TESTER. Yes, thank you, Mr. Chairman. I appreciate it,
and I appreciate the panels being here.

The GI Bill that we passed is a major accomplishment. I think
you folks know that, and you have pointed it out in your testimony.
Making sure that we have the education assets available to our
veterans returning from the war zone so they can integrate back
into civilian life and be a success is as equally important in my
mind as the health care benefits that they are offered and living
up to that obligation.
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But I have my concerns. I have talked to students and school
personnel about the program, the new GI Bill. Their top complaint
is communication. They do not believe that the VA is doing a good
enough job listening. Part of the problem in Montana is there is no
VA employee on the ground to deal with this. I have requested one
several times, in fact. We have been turned down. We have been
told that they need to go to VA personnel in St. Louis because that
is who can handle that problem. To be blunt, it ain’t working.

For example, Montana State University has seen one certifying
officer in the last year. I think it is fair to say that many of the
tribal colleges where you have high, high, high enrollment in the
Armed Services and a large number of veterans, have not had a
visit from the VA, period, since this bill has been started.

So we have some problems there. I think the bottom line is this,
we need to get some VA personnel on the ground listening to Mon-
tanans about the concerns they have with implementation of this
program.

Do you have any comment in regard to that?

Mr. WILSON. I would agree conceptually with what the school
certifying officials have been raising concerns about.

Senator TESTER. OK.

Mr. WILSON. As you are aware, we were in a situation in the fall
that we did not like being in. We had an all-hands-on-deck effort.
We had our education liaison representatives—the school’s key VA
contact—working claims, processing claims. We had a lot of our call
center folks processing claims as well. We did not like doing that,
but it is a tough decision we made to get the checks out the door.

Senator TESTER. How about moving forward?

Mr. WILSON. Yes.

Senator TESTER. The past is done. We need to move forward.

Mr. WILSON. Yes, and we have

Senator TESTER. Can I get any sort of commitment we are going
to get some folks on the ground, additional folks? And I am not just
going to say Montana. I am going to say rural areas because I
think they are all in the same boat.

Mr. WiLsoN. I will be happy to take that message back and have
discussions with the operational folks. I cannot provide you an an-
swer on the here and now.

Senator TESTER. I appreciate that, and we will probably be ap-
proaching it from our end again, too. I think it is critically impor-
tant. We have got a high percentage of vets that live in rural
America. There are geographic issues that fall into a State like
Montana and other rural areas that need to be addressed, and if
we do not address them, people cannot take full advantage of the
benefits that they have earned from being in the service.

Mr. Warren, you had talked about the systems interface. Right
now, it is manual. Over the long term, it is going to be automated.
When is the automation going to occur?

Mr. WARREN. The automation. So the first phase has rolled out,
and there is some automation in it for a limited number.

Senator TESTER. Not much by the charts.

Mr. WARREN. That actual chart shows just the interim. It does
not show what functionality or capability came with Release 1 be-
cause——




42

Senator TESTER. All right. So when is the first interim going to
happen?

Mr. WARREN. The first full set of capability is in that June 30
timeframe. So I would

Senator TESTER. This year?

Mr. WARREN. This year, so——

Senator TESTER. And how many of those will have checkmarks
in the automated column then?

Mr. WARREN. I would say it is probably close to 80 percent.

Senator TESTER. Eighty percent. So, 80 percent of those on that
list that we are looking at right there, that says “Chapter 33
Claims Processing Tasks,” will be automated.

So how much do you anticipate that will cut down on the time,
the 82 minutes it takes to process the claims?

Mr. WARREN. I would like to confirm the 80 percent for the
record.

[The information requested during the hearing follows:]

RESPONSE TO REQUEST ARISING DURING THE HEARING BY HON. JON TESTER TO STE-
PHEN W. WARREN, PRINCIPAL DEPUTY ASSISTANT SECRETARY FOR INFORMATION
AND TECHNOLOGY, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

For the record the Mr. Warren offers the following updates regarding systems
interface. These percentages represent a steady increase and vast improvement in
the system:

o Release 1 deployed 5%

e Release 2, to perform at 20% on or before June 30, 2010

o Release 3, will operate at almost 50% on or before September 30, 2010
e Release 4, to perform at 80% on or before December 30, 2010

Thank you for the opportunity for confirmation and I am happy to provide addi-
tional information or content upon request.

Senator TESTER. That is fine.

Mr. WARREN. I will go back and do that.

The improvement we are seeing right now for a clean claim, we
are looking at 15 and 20 minutes based upon whether it is a certifi-
cate of eligibility or processing. So it is a reduction of about 15 to
20 percent. Now, that is a clock time for a simple one.

Senator TESTER. OK.

Mr. WARREN. For the average one, to be honest, we actually need
to see the steps that the VCE goes through as they process it. But
the expectation is, we are at 15 to 20, we are moving to 50 or more.
But again, until it is actually on the ground and the user——

Senator TESTER. So you know how it works.

When is it going to be 100 percent automated or will it ever be
100 percent automated?

Mr. WARREN. The majority of capability from the VA employee
standpoint should be automated by December.

Senator TESTER. This year?

Mr. WARREN. This year. So again——

Senator TESTER. And will that cut the time for processing down
to 15 minutes or less, like the old program? I mean, you must have
goals. I mean, automated processing should save you something.

Mr. WARREN. Yes, the goal is to reduce it down to a reasonable
amount of time. I think it is difficult to compare something which
is a single thing to multiple decisions that need to be made. But
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with bringing automation on board, yes, it should bring it down to
something comparable.

Senator TESTER. OK. That is fine.

Mr. WILSON. If I could add to that, please.

Senator TESTER. Sure, absolutely.

Mr. WILSON. In terms of making sure that we are clear on the
expectations for the June release and the ultimate full automation,
what June will do, as Mr. Warren indicated in his testimony, will
get us off our current environment.

Senator TESTER. Yes.

Mr. WILSON. But in June, there will still be a lot of manual work
from our claims examiners.

Senator TESTER. Sure. But less than you have now.

Mr. WiLsON. Pardon me?

Senator TESTER. But less than you have now.

Mr. WILSON. There will be probably about 10 to 15 percent less.

Senator TESTER. OK.

Mr. WILSON. But the manual process as we have it right now will
largely be intact in June. So we will still be doing this by brute
force largely in June. Now, the next steps that will occur will be
moving into automation. It will be pre-population of data in Re-
lease 3. It will be integration of the existing data feeds. And what
that will ultimately do—our goal is to process claims without
human intervention.

Senator TESTER. Perfect.

Mr. WILSON. And if that happens, then that gets us away from
the whole issue of timeliness because a human being will not need
to touch it and slow it down. Ultimately, that is our goal.

Senator TESTER. I am with you. I am just curious what the time-
frame is to reach that goal, what the expectations are, because ulti-
mately at the end, it will cut down administrative costs. We can
flow more of these dollars to the veterans on the ground. That is
the bottom line, plus they will get better service.

Mr. WILsON. We will go into next fall largely a manual process,
and we have made the commitment to keep the people on board.
The process is in place right now, so that we can at least maintain
the level of performance we had in the spring.

Senator TESTER. Thank you.

I have run way over. I have more questions. I hope to do a sec-
ond round, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman AKAKA. We will have a second round.

Thank you, Senator Tester.

Senator Brown, you have questions?

STATEMENT OF HON. SCOTT BROWN,
U.S. SENATOR FROM MASSACHUSETTS

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
I appreciate the opportunity to be here and on this Committee.

I am new here, but, obviously, in the military, I understand the
issues pretty succinctly back home from dealing with a lot of VA
and education issues in Massachusetts for Guard and Reservists.
I know this does not apply, per se, obviously to that situation.
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But one of the things that I have been wondering is do you have
the tools and resources to do your job and do it more effectively and
more efficiently?

Mr. WILSON. We believe we have the tools and the resources in
place now to continue to provide services commensurate with what
we did in the spring, which obviously was much better than the
fall. In terms of the next step for that, in terms of effectiveness,
we are funded for the full development of the IT that we are in the
process of rolling out right now. And I would ask Mr. Warren to
correct me if you believe this is incorrect, but I believe we have the
funding to improve that effectiveness and productivity.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. And one of the things that
has been brought to my attention, which I have always kind of
been concerned with, is that the VHA rates were announced in
mid-December for the upcoming year and they were implemented
by the January 15 paycheck. And the veterans attending college on
the Post-9/11 GI Bill should have received the same increase at the
same time. For example, somebody going to UMass Boston would
have received an extra $261 plus in January. It is obviously
April 21 now, and that veteran has not seen that increase and nor
has anyone else.

Now, I understand the VA announced this past Monday to fix the
plan, fix the problem. But that veteran still will not see the addi-
tional money until July. So I am wondering, number 1, how did
this happen? Number 2, are those accurate dates? And, number 3,
how are you going to ensure it does not happen again?

Mr. WiLsoN. I will talk about it from probably a higher level and
ask Mr. Warren to get into any IT details.

The interim solution that we had talked about, the method in
which we are paying claims right now in the timeframe we were
given, we had the capability of creating a single rate table. And the
tool that we are using right now only has the capability for the
2009 rates. There is no relationship and no ability to create a rela-
tionship to more than one rate.

What will occur with our Release 2 which we have been talking
about that is scheduled for June 30, is that functionality. It pro-
vides that relationship to more than one rate table, and that is
what would give us the ability of paying the multiple rates, 2009
and 2010 rates.

Mr. WARREN. And the July timeframe, to your point, bringing the
tool on place allows us to simplify what the VA employee has to
go through. Now, to go back and do the recalculation, we need to
convert all of the data sets for all of the folks that received a ben-
efit. So the July timeframe is to give us the opportunity—once the
new system is online that holds multiple rates in it, we would take
all the previous payments and all the previous files and convert
them into the new system, so then we can calculate.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. Right. So do you think it is
going to be resolved by July or is this something we are going to
systemically have a problem with every year?

Mr. WARREN. The capability will come online in this tool such
that it has the ability to change rates as we go forward. So the tool
that we are deploying is something for the future that allows us
the ability to work with multiple rates. It is able to actually auto-
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mate this whole process based on rules. What we had before was
an augmented manual process. With the time that was available
to put it in place, we built the tools we could.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. I understand. So how do
you address the back pay issue? Is there going to be an issue of
people receiving monies that were due? How are you going to bring
them current?

Mr. WILSON. There will be no issue of individuals receiving the
payment. They will be made whole when we have that capability
to process those claims. Right now, we would be processing those
claims manually after June 30. We are looking at methods in which
we can try to automate that so that we do not have a negative im-
pact on the timeliness of our other processing work or a negative
impact on our schedule for rolling out all of the IT tools we need.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. And what about dealing
with modifications to offer apprenticeship programs, technical
training, flight training, prep courses for college admission? Is
there any plan to do that, and, if so, when and how?

Mr. WILSON. There is no plans from the perspective of we are ad-
ministering the program as it is laid out in the statute right now.
Mr. Warren can probably speak to that better than I, but my un-
derstanding of the IT system is that it is developed in an architec-
ture that gives us a wide degree of flexibility. So, as things do
change, we have the ability to quickly account for those changes
and pay benefits, continue to pay benefits timely without a nega-
tive impact on service.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. One final question, Mr.
Chairman, and then I will be done. I appreciate your indulgence.

As a Guardsman presently serving, and also many of my broth-
ers and sisters who serve, when they are activated under Title 32,
they are not eligible for the Post-9/11 GI Bill, as you know. If, in
fact, through our efforts we make any changes to that, are you able
to absorb those additional 32,000 or whatever amount, that may
potentially be eligible?

Are you able to handle that type of influx?

Mr. WILSON. Subject to the IT functionality, yes.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. Great.

Mr. WILSON. We currently are able, as I believe you are aware,
to pay benefits to those individuals under the Montgomery GI Bill
on our other programs.

Senator BROWN OF MASSACHUSETTS. Correct.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Brown.

Senator Burris, for your questions, please proceed.

STATEMENT OF HON. ROLAND W. BURRIS,
U.S. SENATOR FROM ILLINOIS

Senator BURRIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and good morning,
gentlemen. I just have a few quick questions. I hope we can deal
with that so that I can then ask some more.

Now, are payments, any payments made directly to the schools?
How are the payments made?

Mr. WILSON. The payments are made through our current fiscal
transaction process, and they go directly through EFT, electronic
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funds transfer, assuming the school has an EFT account, into their
bank account that they indicated to us.

Senator BURRIS. To the school or to the student?

Mr. WILSON. To the school. The tuition and fee payments go di-
rectly to the school. The housing payments and book payments go
directly to the student.

Senator BURRIS. Housing and book payment. How do you do
verification? If I tell you my rent is $500 a month and really rent
is $300 a month, how do you do the verification of that?

Mr. WILSON. We do not verify the actual payment amounts. The
statute allows us to pay a flat rate that is equal to the DOD basic
allowance for housing rate for an E-5 with dependents.

Senator BURRIS. I thought you said it was based on individuals,
so each individual might have a different situation. So now you are
saying that it is a flat rate for their rent that they pay.

Mr. WILSON. No. What I am referring to, Senator, is the entire
cadre of payments that go out to an individual will be unique to
them, taking into account the housing allowance that they receive
directly.

Senator BURRIS. So how do you measure the housing allowance?

Mr. WILSON. That payment goes directly to them. The school is
paid the tuition and fee amount on the veteran’s behalf based on
the actual charges from the institution.

Senator BURRIS. Mr. Wilson, if I lived in Chicago and I was going
to Loyola or DePaul and I am a veteran, my rent would be higher
than if I lived in Carbondale, IL, and went to Southern Illinois
University. So please give me a quick overview of how you verify
the information I put on my application? How do you determine
that that stipend will be comparable to my living standards?

Mr. WILSON. We pay the stipend based on the zip code of the
school. We know that school, and we have a relationship with the
school certifying official that verifies attendance for us.

Senator BURRIS. OK. But you cannot verify what the veteran has
put on his application that he is paying in rent.

Mr. WILSON. No, we are not required to do that under the
statute.

Senator BURRIS. OK. So how do you determine the flat amount?

Mr. WILSON. We determine the flat amount based on the zip code
of the school that the individual is attending and its relationship
to DOD’s basic allowance for housing rates.

Senator BURRIS. OK. That was more complicated than I antici-
pated. I thought I could get through that quickly.

You said that there are 1,100 processors working on claims.
Where are they located; here in Washington or throughout the
country?

Mr. WILSON. They are at four locations across the country, Buf-
falo, NY; Atlanta, GA; St. Louis, MO, and Muskogee, OK. We also
have individuals from some of our other regional offices assisting
currently.

Senator BURRIS. I was talking to General Shinseki and he told
me how you got inundated with all of these applications, which just
overloaded the system. So, there are four processing locations
where all this is happening.
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If I was going to Southern Illinois University in Carbondale,
where would I file my application if I was a veteran?

Mr. WILSON. I believe for Illinois it would be St. Louis, but I
would have to get that information for the record.

Senator BURRIS. And now we are a suburb of St. Louis, right?

Mr. WILSON. Yes.

Senator BURRIS. OK. Just a little joke. Smile, Mr. Wilson.

Are there any type of verifications that you folks do for students?
I know with a lot of these Pell grants and other grants to go to uni-
versities and colleges, there is a lot of fraud going on.

Who is doing some of the verification? Is it all left up to the In-
spector General or how are we doing any verification? I guarantee
you that there is going to be a percentage of individuals who maybe
are not even a veteran, but they claim to be a veteran, that try to
game the system.

Are we prepared for that?

Mr. WILSON. We are. In terms of the veteran’s status, we receive
real-time data directly from DOD, and we validate the person’s vet-
eran status based on that. That is the first thing we do. Number
2, we do not pay any benefits until a school certifying official lo-
cated at that specific schools reports to us that that student is en-
rolled. They give us the training time. They give us the exact tui-
tion and fee amounts. So the school independently reports those
numbers.

Now, in terms of oversight for that mechanism, there are two
ways of doing that. VA has individuals that go out to schools and
we actually verify the information. We look at their records. We
verify the information they report to us. In addition to that, the
State Approving Agencies that have been under contract to VA
since 1947 at the State level do that same type of work. They are
out at schools looking at their records as well.

Senator BURRIS. Very good.

Now, Mr. Wilson, as you know, a major problem this year
stemmed from tying living expenses to certification of enrollment
and tuition payments. How can we ensure that a similar situation
will not occur next year?

Mr. WILSON. The core method that we have in place to ensure
that that does not happen again is our processing capability that
we currently have. We went into the spring being able to process
7,000 claims a day, which is far in excess of what we went into the
fall with: being able to process 1,800 claims a day.

So that capacity to keep up with the workload coming in at those
peak periods is there. That is at the core of the process we have
in place. In addition, as we receive additional functionality, as
more IT functionality is delivered, that builds on that capability.

Senator BURRIS. Mr. Chairman, may I have the liberty to ask
one more question because I will have to leave to preside. I just
want to have one more question.

Is it possible?

Chairman AKAKA. Fine.

Senator BURRIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Wilson, my office has received reports that the overworked
VRE and the counselors are pushing veterans to the GI Bill despite
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the fact that many of the service-disabled veterans might need the
supportive services that VRE provides.

Mr. Wilson, are you aware of the problems? And if so, what is
being done about it?

Mr. WILSON. All of the voc rehab counselors across the country
have been trained in great detail on VA’s education programs,
which includes the Post-9/11 GI Bill. As an individual indicates
that he or she wants to pursue training in the voc rehab program,
or Chapter 31 program, the counselors sit down with those individ-
uals and they work one-on-one to determine what is the best pro-
gram. They look at things both from a financial basis as well as
a non-financial basis, taking into account their disabilities, such
things as their length of delimiting date for their GI Bill benefits,
things like that. So it is decided on a case-by-case basis. I am not
aware of any mechanisms that exist to try to funnel people into
any specific program.

Senator BURRIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I appreciate the op-
portunity.

Thank you very much, Mr. Wilson.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Burris.

Now, Senator Isakson, please proceed with your questions.

STATEMENT OF HON. JOHNNY ISAKSON,
U.S. SENATOR FROM GEORGIA

Senator ISAKSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Wilson, isn’t it true that on the question that Senator Burris
asked regarding housing that the Veterans Administration estab-
lishes a housing allowance rate per zip code around the country,
and then the solider is reimbursed or the veteran is reimbursed
based on that assignment? If the housing they are renting is actu-
ally more, they pay the difference; if it is less, the money is theirs.

Is that not correct?

Mr. WILSON. Yes, that is correct.

Senator ISAKSON. Which is the same as most per diem allow-
ances in terms of the government system.

Explain the Yellow Ribbon program to me.

Mr. WiLsoN. The Yellow Ribbon program is a unique portion of
the Post-9/11 GI Bill. At its core, the GI Bill allows us to pay the
maximum in-state undergraduate costs at any public institution in
each State. So at its core, anybody pursuing an undergraduate de-
gree at a public institution is covered fully. We pay for that.

Now, if an individual is in a situation where they have expenses
that exceed that, that is where the Yellow Ribbon kicks in. Situa-
tions that may exceed that would be: an individual pursuing train-
ing at a private school, for example; or they are pursuing graduate
training where the charges are higher than undergraduate charges;
or they are being charged out-of-state tuition.

In those types of situations, the Yellow Ribbon agreement allows
the VA to enter into agreements with specific schools uniquely to
each school. And under those agreements, the school can agree to
waive up to the half of the difference between their charges and
what the State maximum is, and VA will match the amount that
the State offsets. So if a school wanted to participate fully in the
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Yellow Ribbon program, any student’s charges would be fully cov-
ered at that private institution as well.

Senator ISAKSON. Explain where there would be an application
of an out-of-state tuition.

Mr. WiLsoN. Each State has different policies, procedures, local
regulations on——

Senator ISAKSON. The time of residence then, they may not have
been there long enough to qualify. OK.

Mr. WILsON. That is exactly the type of thing, yes.

Senator ISAKSON. And in your Yellow Ribbon agreement, let’s
just take a situation where a university has a $10,000 differential
for out-of-state tuition. It allows them to waive up to $5,000 and
the VA to match it.

Is that what I understand?

Mr. WILSON. Yes, that is correct.

Senator ISAKSON. So if a veteran did not reside in Georgia long
enough to qualify for in-state tuition at the University of Georgia,
and if that out-of-state tuition was $10,000, you would reimburse
up to half of that out-of-state tuition?

Mr. WILSON. That is correct.

Senator ISAKSON. But you do that through a negotiated contract
with the university.

Mr. WILSON. Yes.

Senator WILSON. And I would assume most universities are coop-
erative in negotiating that; is that correct?

Mr. WILSON. We have about 1,300 Yellow Ribbon agreements
across the country at about 1,100 schools.

Senator ISAKSON. OK. With regard to States where there is a tui-
tion benefit that a veteran may earn, Georgia has the HOPE Schol-
arship program; I know California has free tuition programs, do
you offset benefits based on that State benefit?

Mr. WILsON. It will depend on the mechanics of how that pro-
gram is administered in the State. Broadly speaking, yes. What we
pay under the Post-9/11 GI Bill is actual charges. Now, whether or
not those charges would exist in a State, that would impact what
we would pay, how much we would pay under the Post-9/11 GI Bill.
So those type of programs, if there is no charges, then we make no
payments.

Senator ISAKSON. So, unlike the assignment of a value for hous-
ing per zip code, in the case of tuition, you would actually verify
whether or not there is a benefit the veteran is receiving, and then
only reimburse the non-benefit amount?

Mr. WiLsSON. That is correct. The school certifies to us the
amount of the charges.

Senator ISAKSON. Thank you very much to all of you.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Isakson.

Senator Begich, your questions, please.

STATEMENT OF HON. MARK BEGICH,
U.S. SENATOR FROM ALASKA

Senator BEGICH. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.
I have a few, but first I apologize for being late, so let me ask.
I always give my colleague next to me a lot of harassment. He
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probably took my binder, asked all my questions. He did. See? But
let me ask first a general question.

Do you or are you in the process of surveying the students who
have accessed the Post-9/11 Bill in getting some sort of response on
issues that they say are problems or positive things? Can anyone
answer that?

Mr. WILSON. We are constantly working with our stakeholders,
most specifically our students. We receive information on their con-
cerns several ways. First of all, they can contact us directly and do
that. We also have our existing relationships with the school certi-
fying officials at the schools, with the State Approving Agencies in
the States, as well as services organizations.

For example, the Student Veterans of America is an organization
that has groups on over 150 campuses across the country. We have
regular interchanges with them, and we receive information.

Senator BEGICH. But do you do like a large business would do?
When I go get service on my car, I get a customer service survey
to ask me how did it work, what went on, what were the problems
you had. Do you have a system like that? And the reason I ask you
that is it gets you direct information from the consumer rather
than through stakeholders and through other means.

Is that something that you would be interested in doing or do
you do in any form?

Mr. WILSON. If I could answer that from a little bit broader per-
spective first and then answer that specifically.

Senator BEGICH. OK.

Mr. WILSON. We have a very aggressive outreach mechanism in
place. It goes back to the time when an individual was in the serv-
ice. We do four direct mailings to an individual during their active
duty, one 6 months into service, 2 years into service, 6 months
prior to separation and at separation. So we give them redundancy
in the information. That is a push of information.

We also work very hard——

Senator BEGICH. If I can interrupt for a second, that is to get
them connected to know what those benefits are.

Mr. WILSON. That is correct. We have also worked very aggres-
sively over the spring on a specific outreach campaign to make sure
we are hitting those issues hard again. We provided information
through print media, radio stations, posters, et cetera, directly to
campuses, to make sure individuals have information on what they
can help us with in terms of administering the program effectively.

Now, in terms of specifically a customer satisfaction survey, we
are in the process of doing that. We are close to having the ques-
tions finalized, and we will be rolling that out.

Senator BEGICH. Excellent, great. In that vein, do you—to step
once more on what you are talking about with the stakeholders,
with universities—and I am going to walk through just a couple
concerns from our University of Alaska because they have some
issues—do you have a process when a university has issues? What
do you do? Walk me through that just so I understand it.

The university says look, we are not getting this kind of response
from the VA. Several of these items that they have listed to me,
they may get notification. For example, the consumer gets notified
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that there is an overpayment and so then they have to—but the
university may have already sent the overpayment back to the VA.

So how do you—walk me through that first step of what you do
with a university or a college.

Mr. WILSON. There are actually several mechanisms in which
this could be addressed. At its core, the first contact for a school
that has a question like this is their education liaison representa-
tive for that State. As was indicated, not necessarily in that State,
but we do have education liaison representatives, at least one as-
signed to each State. So that is the first place where that commu-
nication would occur.

Additionally, depending on the status, if there is currently an
overpayment, et cetera, our processing office staffs work with Mr.
Osendorf’s staff to work out the relationship between any debt that
may exist and any payment that is due or not due from the schools.

If T could add one other thing. As mentioned already, we work
with the school certifying officials as well. They have a professional
organization, the National Association of Veteran Program Admin-
istrators that we have a strong relationship with, and we work
with them specifically on those type of issues as well.

Senator BEGICH. Last question because my time is just about up.

If there are overpayments to students, and also the emergency
payment that was done, the $3,000, if there are hardships created
by repayment or recalculation, how is the VA working through
that?

Mr. OSENDORF. The individual will normally contact the Debt
Management Center to discuss the debt. We will work with him.
We normally try to recoup a payment within a 1-year timeframe.

Senator BEGICH. OK.

Mr. OSENDORF. We can go up to three years. If it is going to go
over a year, we ask them to fill out a financial status report and
indicate what the issues are.

Senator BEGICH. But you will work with them on the overpay-
ment so it is not an immediate recoup.

Mr. OSENDORF. Most definitely.

Senator BEGICH. Ideally the student should not have spent it, but
they probably did not realize that they had that payment. So your
job then is, again, collect in 1 year, or if after 1 year, up to 3 years,
but that requires kind of their financial capacity.

Is that what you are trying to judge there?

Mr. OSENDORF. Correct, correct.

Senator BEGICH. OK. I will end on this, how would you judge
those kind of complaints or concerns that people have in regards
to that issue? In other words, because of the $3,000 payment, is
that kind of bumped up or is it pretty much not an issue?

Mr. OSENDORF. You have seen a spike because of the volume of
advanced payments, but I think once we get through the spring se-
mester into the fall, it is going to smooth out.

Senator BEGICH. OK. Let me end there. Thank you, Mr. Chair-
man.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Begich.

We will begin our second round now.
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Mr. Wilson, the slides up on the screen show more than 30 steps
that would be eliminated by the automated system in Release 1.
But Release 1 is only available in one of the processing centers.

When will it be released to the other three?

Mr. WILSON. The rollout for Release 1 was modified to be a lim-
ited release because in the timeframe, to stay on schedule, we sim-
ply did not have the capacity of putting in all the functionality that
we could. The group of claims that we can process under Release
1 are only original claims. So those individuals that we are already
paying benefits to, we will not be able to move them into this new
system until Release 2 when the data conversion occurs for that.

The initial release—there is a total of 16 people across the coun-
try that are using the system. There is a group that was first rolled
out in Muskogee, and we are also rolling it out to our other offices,
again, on a limited basis, on a defined basis, so that each of our
four offices do get experience working the new tool. But again, at
each of the offices it will only be original Chapter 33 claims that
they would be working. But it is going to be rolled out by all four
stations.

Chairman AKAKA. To build on what Senator Burris was saying,
and to clarify, the VA is making three payments on behalf of each
student, one for a living allowance monthly to the veteran, another
for books annually, and a third to the school for tuition.

How many schools are receiving these payments?

Mr. WILSON. How many schools? It is at least 247,000 schools be-
cause that is the number of Chapter 33 students that we are pay-
ing. Now, we do know that there are about 40,000 students who
are attending more than one school. So in addition to that 247,000
schools that we know we are paying, you can add another 40,000
for the second school that some of those students are attending.

Chairman AKAKA. Mr. Clark, does the Department have a view
on the effectiveness of transferability as a retention tool; that is,
have any evaluations been undertaken or is any of that planned?

Mr. CLARK. Mr. Chairman, the newness of the program has not
allowed an evaluation yet, although we do plan on continually eval-
uating it. However, anecdotally, we do know that this provision al-
lowing our career servicemembers to share their benefits with
those who they love is very popular. The numbers that I had in my
opening statement, over 105,000 career servicemembers have been
approved, and they have shared that with over 240,000 of their im-
mediate family members, many of them already in school. I hear
almost daily from someone talking about how wonderful this is and
how much 1t helped them make a decision to continue on.

So, we will be continually monitoring this and we will do formal
evaluations after we have time to what we call “police up” the bat-
tlefield, get over the initial rush and start seeing how the program
affects the retention of our career members.

Chairman AKAKA. Well, thank you. I may have further questions,
but let me pass it on to Senator Tester for his questions.

Senator TESTER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I very much appre-
ciate it.

The overpayment issue is something that has been questioned by
many people on this Committee. I am going to give you an example
of what is happening in Montana. I know you guys have expressed
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different things happening. Maybe a different thing happens in the
region you live in. But let me give you an example.

The VA strategy, as it applies to a university like Montana State
University if there is an overpayment for tuition and fees, is to tell
the university to keep it, put it in the veteran’s account, and the
VA will put the veteran into overpayment status. There are some
problems with being in overpayment status. Then VA will tell the
veteran that he is in overpayment status via letter. I think this is
unacceptable because it puts the veteran in an overpayment status
that I do not think is right.

Can you tell me why this is done, if it is done with regularity,
and if there are any plans to change the way this is done?

Mr. WILSON. I have limited information, but I will provide what
I do have.

Senator TESTER. OK.

Mr. WILSON. The mechanism we have set up took into account
the best mechanism we knew at the time, making assumptions
early on, on how these types of issues would be addressed. We rec-
ognize that it is not a perfect situation, and it is complex with
money flowing for more than one part. We are happy to look at a
different way of doing it, but we were really looking at what—we
made assumptions based on what we knew, but if we need to
change those assumptions, we can do that.

Senator TESTER. We all agree that this new GI Bill is a good
thing, and we all agree that it is going to have its glitches as it
moves forward. It has its glitches. I mean, you cannot fix stuff until
you know what is wrong.

My question is more moving forward, is putting veterans in over-
payment status something that the VA is going to continue to do
or are we going to fix that?

Mr. WILSON. We would prefer not to have veterans in overpay-
ment status.

Senator TESTER. So we are going to fix it.

Mr. WiLsON. We will do everything that we can to put them in
a status other than an overpayment status.

Senator TESTER. We will continue to have that dialog if it con-
tinues to occur, and I want to thank you for that.

Last question, and this deals with colleges and universities that
are not notified because of a change in beneficiary status. The
question is, why would you simply notify the school administrator
when you change the veteran’s eligibility rating?

Now, let me give you an example. I have got a case in my office
where a student received a letter from the VA saying they were
100 percent eligible. He turned it into the school. The school is ex-
pecting a check for 100 percent, but they only got a 40 percent
check. And so the student suddenly has a big debt to the school.
The school is surprised. No one really knows what transpired to
have this take place.

How can we improve that process?

Mr. WILSON. Part of our new IT strategy,. Mr. Warren alluded
to this earlier, is a web self-service portal, the ability for an indi-
vidual to go onto a Web site without having to communicate over
phone or letter to us and pull information down. That is the mecha-
nism that we can use to provide that type of information. Once an
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individual is in our system, we would like the individuals to be able
to pull revised eligibility information down whenever they need it.

Senator TESTER. As I said in my opening round of questions,
communication is the biggest problem we have got right now from
our perspective in Montana. The communication thing cannot be
fixed from St. Louis, MO. If you would do your best to get that
fixed, I would sure appreciate it. Thank you.

Mr. WILSON. Thank you.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Tester.

Senator Begich.

Senator BEGICH. Just some quick follow-ups. I want to just follow
up on what Senator Tester just asked in regards to overpayments.
I want to make sure we are clear, Mr. Wilson, that your comment
was happy to look at a different approach. You want to fix the over-
payment, yes, no?

Mr. WILSON. Yes. It is never a good situation for veterans to be
in an overpayment status.

Senator BEGICH. That is first.

Second, do you believe—like Senator Tester, we had similar situ-
ations within our own university system of overpayments and it
puts people—any time you get a letter, I do not care who it is from,
but if it is from the government and it says you owe us money, it
is not a good feeling, no matter what. And so I think that is the
point Senator Tester is trying to get to, is we have got to figure
out a different system here.

I am familiar with a lot of loan activities. I was the chair of the
Alaska Student Loan Corporation for 7 years. We dealt with these
issues on a regular basis. It is about the use of technology and how
the stakeholders or in this case, the educational institutions, re-
spond and participate.

Institutions love to hold that money because it is cash-flow for
them, even though it is the student’s money. We had to deal with
this all the time. We have had the big universities come in. They
explained to us why we could not change the student loan program:
because it was basic cash-flow to them, and when they can control
that money it is in their best interest rather than to keep it in, “the
student’s account.”

My view was the consumer should not be the one penalized at
the back end. And I want to echo what Senator Tester said, it is
critical that we move forward to try to figure out a system here.

Do you think there is a time table you could state for the record
of when you could report back to the Committee on how that proc-
ess would work, or when you feel that there is a new system or an
improved system on overpayments, that you could report to us?

Mr. WILSON. Anything I would put out here would be speculation
on my part, so I do not feel comfortable providing any dates at this
point. I would echo and agree completely with what you said. The
key of what we want to do is get veterans in school and get them
to graduate. If they do not graduate, nobody is the winner on this.

Senator BEGICH. Right.

Mr. WILSON. Anything that distracts them from being able to
study and graduate is not a good thing. As a recipient of govern-
ment letters about overpayments, I know full well what that does,
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and we are going to do everything that we can to keep that from
happening.

Senator BEGICH. Can you for the record at some point here sub-
mit to us what you think a time table will be? Because what I have
learned also, as a person who has been a mayor, who has managed
resources, if you do not have a time table—I do not want to say
nothing gets done, but it sure does take a long time.

So could you submit something to us that says here is what you
think this issue could be focused on to be resolved or at least sig-
nificantly resolved?

Mr. WILSON. I would be happy to do that.

[Responses were not received within the Committee’s timeframe
for publication.]

Senator BEGICH. OK. And the last question, do you have any
data points or measurements for overpayments? In other words, if
I asked you right now how many overpayments have you had and
what percentage of your total volume and how much cash volume
that is, is that data you have somewhere within your realm of in-
formation? Maybe not right this second, but is it something that
you might have?

Mr. WILSON. My gut feeling is yes. I will take that back, and 1
will I&ave to do a work-up on it and provide a response for the
record.

[Responses were not received within the Committee’s timeframe
for publication.]

Senator BEGICH. OK. And if you do not it is an obvious answer
to the question, and that is, it is a metric that is a great way to
measure success; if, obviously, you have less, both in volume of dol-
lars and also quantity of customers, because they are two different
measurements.

So I would be interested in those numbers, and then if you do
not have a metric that you are going to be measuring by in the fu-
ture, I would encourage you to I am just thinking back to my days
when I was chair of the Student Loan Corporation for 7 years.
These are some of the metrics we used to just make sure we were
achieving success with our customer. Because at the end of the
day, the university was important, but the customer is the student.

The university or the college or the voc ed program was the con-
duit to the student, and our priority was always the student. There
is always a confusion among the institutions where they think they
are the customers, and they are not. So those institutions that
might be represented in the audience here, I want to make that
very clear, that customers are the people who actually have to pay
the loan. It is standard with a lot of corporations around the coun-
try that deal with student loans, that there is a confusion of who
is ultimately the customer. But I have a great sense that you clear-
ly understand that.

I will leave off at that, Mr. Chairman. Thank you.

Chairman AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Begich.

Mr. Wilson, I want to thank you and your staff, especially the
claims processors in the four regional centers, for the hard work.
On the whole, I believe VA has done a rather remarkable job in
a very short period of time of getting a program up and running.
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So please send our gratitude to them. Also, Mr. Clark, we want to
thank DOD for your part in this.

There have been some problems, some of which have been crit-
ical, but at the end of the day nearly 250,000 individuals have re-
ceived benefits under the new program. At this point, I would like
to tell you, the panel, that I have the expectation that you will con-
tinue to strive to meet your time limits and accuracy goals. And we
will try to do our best, also, here.

So thank you again very much, and I want to thank this panel.
We may have some questions for you for the record. Thank you.

I will call up our second panel this morning, which includes rep-
resentatives from some, but certainly not all, of the many share-
holders. So we will have our panelists come forward.

[Pause.]

Chairman AKAKA. First, let me introduce Faith DesLauriers who
will present testimony on behalf of the National Association of Vet-
erans’ Program Administrators, an organization of school officials
who have the most face-to-face contact with veteran students.

Second, William Stephens, the president of the National Associa-
tion of State Approving Agencies. These agencies are closely in-
volved with both the schools and VA as they fulfill their respon-
sibilities under the law.

Mr. Robert Madden from the American Legion is joining us as
well today. The American Legion held a symposium several weeks
ago, which included a day-long session on the new GI Bill. Mr.
Madden will give us an overview of that.

And finally, we are pleased to welcome Marco Reininger, an
Army veteran who served in Afghanistan and is now attending Co-
lumbia University with the benefits he earned under the Post-9/11
GI Bill. Mr. Reininger will share his personal observations and ex-
periences, plus those of his fellow veterans.

I want to thank you for your service and welcome you to the
Committee.

Ms. DesLauriers, please begin with your statement.

STATEMENT OF FAITH DESLAURIERS, LEGISLATIVE DIREC-
TOR, NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF VETERANS’ PROGRAM AD-
MINISTRATORS

Ms. DESLAURIERS. Good morning, Chairman Akaka, Ranking
Member Burr, and Members of the Committee. NAVPA appreciates
the opportunity to share the experiences of our membership as it
relates to the issues we have encountered as veteran program ad-
ministrators on colleges and university campuses nationwide, as
well as the shared concerns of the population we serve.

I think it important to note that the membership I represent
here today are the people who have the most contact with individ-
uals eligible to train under this new GI Bill. Veteran program ad-
ministrators, often referred to as certifying officials, are the face of
the GI Bill and are working untold hours to assist in the adminis-
tration of this program and to maintain compliance with the rules
governing all veterans education programs.

It is not business as usual. The program complexities, coun-
seling, fiscal and reconciliation responsibilities associated with this
GI Bill have increased the processing time for each claim approxi-
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mately 300 percent. Skills now required to accomplish these tasks
overlap institutional areas which are separate and distinct admin-
istrative functions. In order that educational institutions may com-
ply with the statutory and regulatory requirements governing this
GI Bill, written policies and procedures need to be documented by
the VA, shared efficiently and consistently throughout their admin-
istrative structure and disseminated quickly to the institutions for
the implementation.

We are advised that the VA remains unable to credit returned
payments to veterans’ accounts pending general counsel’s guidance.
When duplicate or erroneous tuition and fee payments are returned
to VA, the funds are not being credited to the students’ accounts.
Consequently, a debt or overpayment is created and payments
withheld from the living and book stipends to recoup that debt, a
debt which does not exist. Additional guidance for students who
need to dispute the debt is not clear.

Inconsistent guidance and practices exist regarding how and
when Chapter 30 recipients should apply for their irrevocable con-
version to Chapter 33. Schools continue to defer tuition and fees for
students who are or appear to be eligible for the Post-9/11, pending
payment from the VA. However, these students came to college
campuses with the understanding that they would receive a month-
ly living allowance to supplement or in some cases cover their liv-
ing expenses.

The current system of certification has and will continue to delay
monthly living stipend payments. Books and housing stipends
should not be tied to the certification of tuition and fees. NAVPA
maintains that there is a mechanism in place and VBA should
allow schools to report anticipated enrollment 